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JECADE

Let’s wrap it up, OK?

The ’80s were above all a time of international corporatization, as one
major after another gave it up to media moguls in Europe and Japan. By
1990, only two of the six dominant American record companies were head-
quartered in the U.S. Bizzers acted locally while thinking globally in re
audiences/markets (will it sell in Germany? Australia? Venezuela? In-
donesia now that we’ve sunk the pirates? the U.S.S.R.?) and artists/suppli-
ers (world music was a concept whose geoeconomic time had come). After
a feisty start, independent labels accepted farm-team status that could lead
to killings with the bigs. Cross-promotional hoohah became the rule—the
soundtrack album, the sponsored tour, the golden-oldie commercial, the
T-shirt franchise, the video as song ad and pay-for-play programming and
commodity fetish. Record executives became less impresarios than arbitrag-
ers, speculating in abstract bundles of rights whose physical characteristics
meant little or nothing to them. Rock was mere music no longer. It was
reconceived as intellectual property, as a form of capital itself.

The ’80s were when stars replaced artists as bearers of significance. The
’70s had yielded their honorable quota of Van Morrisons and Randy New-
mans and Patti Smiths and John Prines, all of whom were still around, as
were new variants like Blood Ulmer and Laurie Anderson and the Mekons
and Kid Creole. Those are only my nominees, however; yours are different.
Nobody blinked when break-even commercial nonentities like Morrison
and Newman were ranked with the Stones and Stevie Wonder among the
crucial rockers of the *70s. But in the ’80s the only list that computed was
pure megaplatinum—Prince and Bruce and U2 and Michael Jackson and
Madonna, with maybe a few million-selling status symbols like Sting, Talk-
ing Heads, R.E.M., or Public Enemy (sorry, not Elvis Costello) tacked on
for appearance’s sake. When art is intellectual property, image and aura
subsume aesthetic substance, whatever exactly that is. When art is capital,
sales interface with aesthetic quality—7hriller’s numbers are part of its
experience.

The *80s were when *70s fragmentation became a way of life. The “adult
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contemporary” market flashed its charge cards as the teen audience became
more distinct than at any time since the Beatles. Even within a domestic
market that counted for so much smaller a piece of the whole burrito,
enormous new subsets arose, from rap’s slouch-strutting B-boys to the
affluently spiritual ex-bohemians of new age. Tiny subsets got serviced,
too—by hardcore crazies and lesbian singer-songwriters and disco recidi-
vists and jazzbo eclectics and shit-rockers and Christians and a dozen
varieties of messenger from the African diaspora. The metal and country
audiences split at previously invisible seams; folk music came back. Leading
the semipopular parade as it exploited an unpaid army of interns was college
radio, a growth industry designed to expose American college dropouts
with day jobs, hungry hopefuls from enterprising Britannia, and other
marginal pros who'd made a cult for themselves. Behind every subset were
small-time entrepreneurs with vision; when and if profits mounted, these
visionaries were reimbursed for their foresight by somebody with better
distribution. The system worked so equitably that sometimes a subset would
end up with some sense of itself, and sometimes a visionary would have
money in the bank when the dealing stopped.

The ’80s were when rock became less and more political. After the Clash
faltered, white musicians who considered popularity a good thing left revo-
lution to the Tracy Chapmans and Public Enemys to come. But with a few
dismaying exceptions (Neil Young, Paul Westerberg, Joan Jett) and a few
predictable ones (Johnny Ramone, John Anderson, Duran Duran), rock-
and-rollers had no use for the reactionary chiefs of state pollsters said their
demographic supported (pollsters also discovered that clubgoers con-
stituted America’s most electorally apathetic subculture). In the U.K. Paul
Weller worked to revive Labour, in the U.S. Bruce Springsteen turned
union benefactor, and from Amnesty International to the Prince’s Trust,
charity/cause records/concerts/tours signified varying admixtures of rock
resistance and rock responsibility. The socially conscious lyric didn’t dis-
place the love song, but politics became a sexy pop topic; by a strange
coincidence, rampant reactionaries and responsible liberals united in a cen-
sorship drive at around the same time. Dylan was big in Tiananmen Square.
Ad hoc groups of democratic socialists (and secret reactionaries, just like
in the *60s) sang “Imagine” and “Give Peace a Chance” all over Eastern
Europe.

The *80s took rock sexuality and rock sexism over the top. Where Bono
and Springsteen epitomized sensitive macho—not primarily sex symbols,
they were free to flaunt their heterosexual normality—Prince and Michael
Jackson were gender-unspecific and proud. One kinky, the other neuter,
they did less than nothing to ease the suspicion that straight, potent black
males remained unacceptable fantasy figures in mainstream America. Not
that kink could go all the way—it was fashionably unshaven George Mi-
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chael, not drag queen Boy George, who packed lasting squeal appeal, and
it was a Prince song about Nikki jacking off that inspired Mrs. Sen. Gore
to found the PMRC. Soon glam-metal studs with hair down to here were
taking pseudoblues woman-bashing to ugly new extremes of backlash, and
presumably straight, presumably potent rappers were rendering their in-
stinctive radicalism half-useless with street misogyny that made Blackie
Lawless sound like a game-show host. As a historical corrective, the late
’80s ushered in the folkie postmadonna—often punky or dykey, always
autonomous, sometimes even funny. The ’80s were also good to women
with axes, hard-rock bimbos, and sexually assertive females who called their
own shots. Cyndi Lauper got away with a song about Cyndi jacking off.
Madonna got into trouble giving head to a saint.

The ’80s were a time of renewed racial turmoil after ten-plus years of
polite resegregation. As they began, AOR was 99 percent white, and Ray
Parker Jr., who later created the decade’s preeminent kiddie anthem,
couldn’t get on pop radio because he was “too r&b”’; as they ended, AOR
was 98 percent white, and the Beastie Boys, who earlier created the decade’s
best-selling rap album, couldn’t get on ““urban” radio because they had “no
street credibility.” In between came the “Beat It” video, Purple Rain, Yo!
MTV Raps, Professor Griff, Living Colour vs. Guns N’ Roses, and race-
baiting comedians who entered to “Whipping Post” the way white-and-
proud rock bands entered to “Also Sprach Zarathustra.”

Technology changed everything in the '80s. Cable brought us MTV and
the triumph of the image. Synthesizers inflected the sounds that remained.
Sampling revolutionized rock and roll’s proprietary relationship to its own
history. Cassettes made private music portable—and public. Compact discs
inflated profitability as they faded into the background of busy lives.

The *80s were contradictory. The ’80s were incomprehensible. The ’80s
weren’t as much fun as they should have been.

MUSIC PROCESSING

That was rock in the ’80s, all right. But for better or worse, this isn’t a
book about rock in the *80s. It’s a book about rock records—rock albums—
in the ’80s, and the ’80s have taught us (hammered home the old truth,
really) that records don’t equal rock and roll. Which doesn’t mean, unfortu-
nately, that a book about the records of the *80s is immune to the aforemen-
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tioned complications. There’s no way any decent critic can respond to
records without bumping up against every one of them now and then. But
there’s also no way a mere record reviewer can address them systematically.
If this guide isn’t fun, I should go into another line of work. But for sure
it’s always partial and often contradictory. And though I don’t believe it’s
incomprehensible, I'd never claim it was comprehensive.

Every month I write capsule reviews of 20 albums and arrange them
alphabetically by artist into a Village Voice column called the Consumer
Guide. Those columns are the basis of this book. Mostly I cover “rock,”
but I've felt free to wander ever since falling for Terry Riley’s 4 Rainbow
in Curved Air in 1970, and in the '80s, with categories crumbling all around
me, I wandered plenty: in addition to “accessible” “downtown” *“classical”
items, relevant (note fudge-word) jazz, and hard-edged or crossover-prone
country, all of which I'd been paying some heed since the middle *70s, I
dipped early and often into the international musics that trickled and then
flowed my way. But by no means did my tastes prove catholic or impar-
tial—they wouldn’t be tastes if they were. ['ve never really gotten salsa, and
to this day the only Caribbean or Latin American music I know well is
reggae, although albums from Trinidad and Cuba and the Antilles and
Haiti and Brazil and Argentina and Colombia and Chile and El Salvador
have won my heart. And though China and Algeria and various European
countries are represented, you’ll hardly notice them amid the dozens upon
dozens of records from sub-Saharan Africa, which for me proved the
decade’s great untapped pop mine.

About three-quarters of the nearly three thousand reviews appear pretty
much as originally written. Those that don’t fall into five categories: stuff
1 missed, stuff I botched, best-ofs, EPs, and 1980 (which is when I was
crushing out the '70s book). To add contemporaneity and give myself a head
start, I've tried to base new and rewritten reviews on scraps and exegeses
from my other writing of the time—the Guide’s Additional Consumer
News appendix, longer Voice reviews and essays, regular work for Playboy
and Video Review—but even so some five hundred are previously unpub-
lished down to the last phrase.

So is almost everything in the back, divided once again into Subjects for
Further Research (substantial artists meriting a paragraph of general com-
ment), Distinctions Not Cost-Effective (minor or over-the-hill artists good
for a one-liner), and Meltdown (bad artists worthy of opprobrium). I've also
provided a brief glossary, cross-referenced the compilations and sound-
tracks that proved such quintessential *80s forms, and compiled a list called
New Wave, two hundred postpunk bands and individuals whose hype,
word-of-mouth, or good first impression induced me to give their LPs or
EPs at least two (usually three or more) complete plays. To me this list
seemed a symptom of the age. Some of these artists are well-regarded, others
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utterly obscure. Many toward the top gave me pleasure, a few toward the
bottom made me mad. But in my opinion, not one wound up deserving more
space than it took to spell their, his, or her name right.

Such calls are even more subjective than most critical judgments: picking
twenty albums a month from the plethora of competent-plus professional
and semiprofessional releases kept getting harder as the *80s proceeded. I
worried constantly that I should give people one more try, but in a hundred
individual instances the overproduction of self-expression made that impos-
sible. So I did what I could to weigh the two decisive general criteria,
importance and quality. Importance divided into cultural impact (commer-
cial or occasionally just sociopolitical reach, with added panache preferred),
subcultural acclaim (especially from rock criticism’s producers and con-
sumers, but also from alternative radio and dance DJs), and past perform-
ance (increasingly problematic as more and more artists truck on into
middle age). Quality boiled down to my grading system. Consumer Guide
reviews end with grades that in theory run from A + down to E—, though
grades below C— have always been rare and in the ’80s virtually disap-
peared—TI’d be surprised if there are more than three dozen in the book. The
*70s edition offered an amusing table defining each grade, but this time I'd
like to lay them out less schematically. I’d like to tell you about B+ records.

In school, B+ is a good grade—almost any student will settle for the
near-excellence it implies. It’s a compliment in the Consumer Guide too.
No record gets a B+ unless half its tracks provide notable satisfaction; few
get a B+ unless at some point I want to hear the thing when it’s not on
and I'm still enjoying it after five or so plays. B+ is my cutoff point—it’s
what I listen for. Any B+ record I find I write about. And I come up with
a lot of them. B+ is the most common grade in this book—the mode, as
statisticians say. It’s also the median——as many records are B+ or above
as B+ or below. In fact, B+’s are so numerous that at least 60 percent of
the records reviewed herein get a B+ or better. This means I must not be
such a contrary bastard, even if I have a funny way of handing out compli-
ments—complaining about stuff that could be better or isn’t as good as it’s
said to be. And it also means that close to two-thirds of the records I write
about give me a charge. But before you get too jealous, recall that New
Wave list, then ponder the thousand or so bands that didn’t make the
two-play cut—with “new wave” accounting for a third of my listening at
most. More labels than I can count have me on their lists, and when I don’t
get something I phone or write away, occasionally even seek out imports
and indie product retail. For more than twenty years, my worklife has been
structured around an unromantically systematic weeding-out process. I'm
a music processor.

Once upon a time I tried to listen to everything I got, but these days I
divide the loot into a few items I hope to get to forthwith, many I'll try to
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play sooner or later, and even more that I stockpile lest my trend-seeking
colleagues or the all-knowing public latch onto something I took for a piece
of shit. Whenever I'm home I stack records on my elderly BIC record
changer (pardon the vinyl fetishism for now—1I'll get to cassettes and CDs
in due time), usually from a special pile of 100-150 records under active
consideration, often with something as yet unheard slipped in. As I go about
my business I notice details and conduct a semiconscious sort. Most of the
six records remain in current-play, but a few get shifted closer to limbo, or
out into the reference collection, or into the heap awaiting my next visit to
the warehouse, or onto the discard pile. And every once in a while I get a
bead on something and write it up, although usually that phase takes more
planning.

I try to play things that one way or another suit my mood, but only rarely
while I'm working will I play a record solely because I feel like hearing it.
If rock criticism wasn’t such a good job—if I didn’t enjoy my work—I
wouldn’t be able to do it at all, because I'd no longer be any kind of fan,
and thus would have no feeling for the fans I write for. But it is a job, and
one of my qualifications is that I don’t bore easy. My chief complaint is that
I don’t have more time for the good stuff.

Forget B+s. I've replayed a lot of B+’s over the past year, just to make
sure I hadn’t overrated anything, and most of them sounded fine. But unless
duty calls or a visitor makes a request, chances are I’ll never find the
opportunity to listen to them again. And even if we climb up to A level,
the bulk is overwhelming. An A — is a record with at least one intensely
enjoyable or rewarding side, plus extra goodies when you turn it over. An
A has two such sides, very convenient with the new prestige longform
rendering the whole concept of the side obsolete. And an A+ is a record
you want to play over and over—essentially, a record you never get tired
of. In the '80s most A +’s were granted retrospectively, either to A records
like Sign “O” the Times and Born in the U.S.A., which always sounded
really great when I had occasion to play them again, or—and this is the big
one—to A records like Omona Wapi and In a Special Way, which I actually
wanted to play over and over once 1 was done writing about them.

I hope this strikes most of my readers as strange. I hope they’re not just
collectors or compulsive consumers—I hope they return often to the rec-
ords they like best. But consider the numbers. In the *70s, I found more than
500 A-level albums; in the "80s, the figure was up 35 percent, to over 650.
There’s no such thing as speed listening, so at a modest estimated mean
length of forty minutes it would take some 220 hours to get through every
’80s A. Once. That’s five-and-a-half forty-hour weeks, nine twelve-hour-a-
day weekends. It would be work—pleasure as work, more fun than my job
and probably yours, but work nevertheless. This little piece of strange-but-
true plays right into the theory of my colleague Simon Frith, who’s fond
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of saying that the ’80s turned leisure into responsibility—thus rendering it,
let me add, contradictory and incomprehensible and sometimes not-fun.
Even as a culture of supposed surfeit was transformed into a culture of
supposed scarcity, option overload continued to fuck with our minds.

POSTPUNK-PUSTOISED FUSION

In 1980, when I brought forth a comparable book about the *70s, I was
untroubled by such dark thoughts. Taking for granted the theoretically
depressing themes of fragmentation and the semipopular whilst thumbing
my nose at *60s crybabyism, I argued that the *70s were when the music
had come into its own: only after countercultural upheaval could individual
musicians buck rationalization’s conformist tide to create oeuvres and one-
shots of spunk and substance in the belly of the pop beast. It helped that
I got off on the *70s more than most rock and roll lifers—I thought Steely
Dan and Lynyrd Skynyrd were great bands then, and I still do—and it also
helped that the future looked bright. Just like some "70s-haters, I felt as if
the punk insurrection had been designed to my specifications, unpredictabil-
ity included. For all its antihippie rhetoric, punk meant to make something
of a not dissimilar cultural upheaval, only without the *60s’ icky, and fatal,
softheadedness.

From this vantage I can see that my confidence was bolstered by a
consensus more sustaining than what I got out of Monterey or Woodstock
or Chicago ’68 or the Mobilization or any number of excellent Grateful
Dead concerts. The core of this consensus was colleagues and correspon-
dents of shared yet far-flung musical enthusiasms, its body and soul the
cohort that materialized at any number of punk-etc. gigs. On the one hand,
an inferred community of music-lovers cum discophiles; on the other, a
lived-in community of music-lovers cum night people. Predicated here on
a shitload of discrete sound-objects whose aesthetic was so legible you could
build a canon around it, there on a burgeoningly inchoate scene that didn’t
shrivel up and die when the Sex Pistols quit on us. Predicated here on the
biz, there on bohemia.

For anybody who loved punk, 1980 was an exciting time, because punk’s
flakstorm, christened postpunk in the twinkling of a convolution, was still
raging. Just like real revolutionary movements, punk was at its best before
the world got it down, but that doesn’t mean its diffusion into strictly
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musical issues was a perversion—a view now promulgated by true believers
as well as dilettantes who've gone on to better things. Maybe John Rotten-
Lydon hated rock and roll, but we loved the stuff—and we were sure we
understood it better than the keepers of the pop machine. However reduced
our spiritual ambitions, the growing legions of postpunk fans and postpunk
musicians were fighting all kinds of battles as the decade began—for airplay,
for venues, for viable business structures. And by any reasonable standard
we won those battles. Commercial radio is as reactionary as ever, but the
college variety gets more music to more people than Tom Donahue ever
dreamed. The painfully nurtured alternative club circuit is now so taken for
granted that every breach in its integrity is bewailed as an attack on the
natural order. And though the Record Industry Association of America
didn’t know it, there were more records available to the dedicated fan in
the ’80s than in the glut years of the middle *70s—certainly more of spunk
if not substance. No one can know how many more only because no one
sees all of them, not with the engine of production a profusion of sporadi-
cally distributed independent and import labels, many very specialized or
local, for whom a run of five thousand spells hit.

In some sense these labels are still the biz, obviously. But it’s just as
obvious that they aren’t the same biz we assumed in postpunk’s early days.
Even though we meant to retool the pop machine, we still depended on it
to belch out major music—Rumours and Rust Never Sleeps and Dancer
With Bruised Knees, Roxy Music and Chic and Donna Summer. Though
intergenerational aesthetic comprehension was already eroding, the banal
notion that the biz was the root of all banality was not yet an article of faith,
because the biz was still where records came from. Young CBGBites may
not have thought Rumours was a better album than Talking Heads 77, or
Some Girls a better album than This Year’s Model, but at least they recog-
nized all four as competing aesthetic objects—accepted the terms of the
comparison. So when in early 1979 I asked the gods of history for a fusion
of the two great subcultural musics of the '70s, the smart punk then estab-
lishing a commercial beachhead and the dumb disco then sopping up ven-
ture capital, my petition was regarded as misguided, but not preposterous
by definition.

I'll say. All over the place, in the biz and bohemia and then unknown
scenes between, that’s exactly what happened. Soon it became clear that
punk wasn’t just an attitude with the lineaments of a movement—it was also
a rhythm onto which partisans projected an attitude. Simple and unswing-
ing, fast to frenetic, what John Piccarella dubbed the “forcebeat” moved
bodies in a way the Allman Brothers—to choose the archetypal boogie band
(and with two drummers, too)—did not. And of course, so did a disco pulse
that whatever its polyrhythmic gestalt could also be pretty simple—a disco
pulse that at its most mechanical consisted of a kickdrum booming away
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130 times a minute. It wasn’t at all preposterous to put them together into
“DOR” (for dance-oriented rock), and soon punk types were hotfooting
something slightly more elegant than the pogo. So even as the biz withdrew
its support from a disco subculture it had smothered half to death, it began
investing in various dancy punk offshoots from England that eventually
produced not just such fringe phenomena as industrial and acid house, but
the so-called New Pop and the so-called Second British Invasion.

Except for a short-lived New York white-funk tendency, DOR action
was sporadic among U.S. bands, who soon adopted a broad orthodoxy—the
guitar-oriented garage aesthetic. But with a few hints from transplanted
Jamaicans (a crucial Britpunk inspiration, too), kids in Harlem and the
South Bronx had already put their own version of punk attitude in effect.
Aggressively minimalist, rejecting the pop status quo and stripping music
down to what they liked, the early rappers responded to pretty much the
same sense of simultaneous surfeit and constriction that their white counter-
parts downtown couldn’t stand, and in pretty much the same way. The big
difference was that they didn’t have the luxury of regarding their music as
a way out—instead, they tried to make it a way in. And though it took
years—Iive rap began around the same time as live punk, but the first rap
record wasn’t released until 1979, and not until 1984 were there rap albums
in any quantity—that’s what it became.

As I write, many pop savants are arguing that disco ended up changing
rock and roll more than punk, but this theory is just a provocative way of
deflating conventional wisdom. Disco sure didn’t change rock more than
punk did—rock as opposed to rock and roll, the artistically self-conscious
music that made the critical analysis of rock and roll inevitable. Long ago
I defined “rock” as “all music deriving primarily from the energy and
influence of the Beatles—and maybe Bob Dylan, and maybe you should
stick pretensions in there someplace.” Now I would have to add, “only that
stuff has gotten old, so these days I spend most of my time on music deriving
primarily from the energy and influence of the Sex Pistols—and maybe
Talking Heads, and maybe you should stick, er, postpretensions in there
someplace.” Because insofar as rock and roll is an object of critical scru-
tiny—and you’d best believe this tome is full of crit—the ’80s belonged to
postpunk.

Though punk’s program failed on both sides of the Atlantic, its adher-
ents made up in commitment what they lacked in numbers, setting off a
countertradition of deep-to-compulsive change. As producers, they founded
the alternative biz and infiltrated all aspects of the established biz; as con-
sumers, they supported a retail network designed to adapt. They seized
college radio and helped define import-oriented disco record pools. They
were among the first white people to take rap seriously or to think rap was
fun; they identified with styles from foreign lands. In old fart mode, post-
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punk zealots proved even more self-righteous than diehard hippies, howling
with rage when anyone pointed out that hip hop was taking on the world
while indie rock ate its own tail. And there had always been a disco version
of all this alternative action—often the original version. But at its best
postpunk was open in a way disco wasn’t: CBGBites got into Chic more
readily than Fun House regulars got into the Ramones, and liked African
dance music more than most dancers. And because indie-rockers weren’t
so hungry for a way in, their independence was more principled. When
parental-warning stickers became an issue, for instance, dance labels fa-
vored accommodating censorship forces. Rock indies resisted.

Good for them—they had right on their side. But note that the rock
labels had less to lose by not compromising—except perhaps for a few metal
specialists, they had little interest in or hope of reaching the kind of audi-
ence serviced by the chain stores and rack jobbers demanding the warnings.
Having learned to make their margin by selling to the converted in specialty
shops, indie rock had given up on what’s construed as the “mass” audience.
And by and large the product reflected this—even when it was really good
(as opposed to pretty good, which was far more common), it had no reach.
Dance/rap music, on the other hand, was something of a national sensation
by decade’s end, and while it would be foolish to go on about the nobility
of its manufacturers—profit was without doubt their first consideration—it
would be cynical to dismiss their aesthetic principles, or to deny that their
music did as much as indie rock to keep its audience alive and kicking,
maybe even thinking. It wasn’t only money they’d be sacrificing if they were
banned from the malls. It was impact. They liked having impact. Who
wouldn’t?

[HE MEANING OF ROLK

That’s one of the many questions this book will glance off without
answering. It has everything to do with rock and roll but much less to do
with the record reviewing that for more than twenty years has been the
cornerstone of my criticism. To the extent that most artists’ careers can be
understood in terms of their musical output, and that as far as history is
concerned this output will consist of record albums, the method still makes
sense. But with Madonna a legitimate contender for rock hero of the
decade, its limitations are definitely showing. I've always been relentless
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about consistency. Sure the lead cuts are great, Id scoff, but can you name
anything else on the record? To many discerning consumers, however,
consistency is now at best a bonus—they want three good songs. The *80s
were terrible for singles sales, but only in metal, rap, and new age (and
rarely there) did albums go platinum without a promotional boost from a
“hit” single. MTV is a singles medium, as is “‘adult contemporary” radio;
even AOR devotes the contemporary portion of its programming to puta-
tive singles. Not counting dance DJs—who kept the single alive with
twelve-inches but would groove to anything, the odd LP track included—
the album’s only significant new outlet was college radio.

Nor would I swear any longer to the ultimate importance of individual
artists’ recording careers—of oeuvres and one-shots that as often as not
emanate from safely outside the belly of the pop beast. Without doubt
there’s a sense in which rock criticism’s subject has always been a cultural
organism that doesn’t generate fixed meanings—whose meanings are de-
fined not just by artists (even collectively), but by “noncreative’ workers
in the distribution network and, crucially, by fans who convert product to
their own uses. And while it’s philistine to pretend that the music has no
formal attractions of its own, that it doesn’t produce works that impinge
unaided upon those who know the language, it’s evasive if not effete to make
too much of the microcosm those works create.

Basically, this dilemma was the ground of the “rockism” debate that
raged through the U.K. music press in the early *80s. Rockism wasn’t just
liking Yes and the Allman Brothers—it was liking London Calling. It was
taking the music seriously, investing any belief at all not just in its self-
sufficiency, which is always worth challenging, but in its capacity to change
lives or express truth. One result of this debate was that as the *80s ended,
the hippest and most fruitful rockerit fashion pumped functional pop that
fetishizes its own status as aural construct over rock that just goes ahead
and means. This schema was convenient in a couple of ways. For one thing,
the blanker music is the more you can project on it—the more listeners,
especially professional interpreters, can bend it to their own whimsies,
fantasies, needs. And rarely has it been noted how blatantly the rockism
debate that produced the fashion favored the growing nationalism/anti-
Americanism of U.K. taste.

I mean, really—British rock has always been “‘pop.” Irony, distance, and
the pose have been its secret since the Beatles and the Stones, partly because
that’s the European way and partly because rock wasn’t originally British
music—having absorbed it secondhand, Brits who made too much of their
authenticity generally looked like fools. This polarity was reversed briefly
around 1976—American punk was an unabashed art pose, while the British
variant carried the banner of class struggle. But when the Sex Pistols failed
to usher in the millennium, lifelong skeptics who’d let their guard down for
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a historical moment vowed that they wouldn’t get fooled again. Ergo, Rock
Against Rockism.

For all the hybrids and exceptions, American rock really is more sincere,
even today. Or anyway, American rockers act more sincere—they’re so
uncomfortable with the performer’s role that they strive to minimize it.
Often their modus operandi is a conscious, and rather joyless, fakery. But
sometimes—and here’s where the schema becomes a lie—they end up in-
habiting amazing simulations of their real selves, whatever exactly those
are. The early *80s proved an especially rich time for this aesthetic, espe-
cially in L.A., where singer-songwriter sincerity had been perfected a
decade before. So roots-conscious postpunk Amerindies X, Los Lobos, and
the Blasters, together with two Twin Cities bands, the virtuosically post-
hardcore Hiisker Dii and the roots/junk-inflected quasihardcore Replace-
ments, were spearheading a U.S. rockism revival just as the New Pop was
dwarfing a U.K. indie scene symbolized by Joy Division-styled gloom
merchants.

Antirockism had no way of accounting for these bands, and now in effect
claims that they never happened. After all, who did they reach? Sloppy
American college boys and similar pretentious punters—not real people (or
classy ones, either). I'm exaggerating, of course, although I do recall a U.K.
Los Lobos review that took offense at their flannel-covered bellies. And
certainly it’s true that Amerindie garage orthodoxy, which is at least as
narrow-minded as any more wittingly trendy musical ethos, seems close to
the end of its rope. But Wild Gift and How Will the Wolf Survive? and Hard
Line and Metal Circus and Let It Be remain. They impinged on me then,
and they impinge on me now—I know, because I replayed every one while
making this a book I can vouch for. For me, they hold up, stand the test
of time, reveal new shades of meaning—all that stuff good art was supposed
to do back in the modernist era. Rock lives.

Presumably, this comes as no news to my core readership. If the Con-
sumer Guide has a typical consumer, he’s a sloppy college boy or similar
pretentious punter, and he treasures at least a couple of the albums just
named. But that doesn’t mean he knows exactly why, and especially since
one nice thing about the past ten years is how elastic that ‘“‘similar’ has
proven to be—my favorite fan letter of the decade was written by a thirty-
seven-year-old black woman with an Italian surname and a newfound thirst
for classic country music, and I hear from lots of postpunks who've kept
the faith in his or her own fashion—I feel obliged to put the aesthetic in
general terms before moving on to the exceptions that have made antirock-
ism fruitful and necessary. Because the embarrassing truth is that the rock
meaningfulness in which all the great Amerindie bands traffic is in the end
a matter of words.

The canard that rock critics only care about words has a history so long
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that around the dawning of James Taylor there was a smidgen of truth to
it. But the most genteel songpoetry shill always knew he or she was in it
for the song, not the poetry, and since punk, critics no less than songwriters
have been acutely aware of music and especially musicians. The *80s were
replete with singer-songwriters who refused to stop there. The Replace-
ments’ Paul Westerberg (who’s been keeping an ear on Bob Mould and
Exene Cervenka since Hiisker Dii and X broke up) exemplifies the auteur
quote unquote who prefers the expressive discipline and limitations of a
band; so does John Cougar Mellencamp. Sting, that pompous ass, exempli-
fies the opposite (and so does Bob Mould, though Exene is hanging in there).
Though the bands critics like best are rarely virtuosic, they generate their
own unmistakable sounds: X and Hiisker Dii and the Smiths and Talking
Heads and countless lesser entities can be ID’d without vocals inside of
eight bars. Yet nobody would be interested in these bands without vocals.

This isn’t just because the vocalists are essential and usually dominant
musically—it’s because the lyrics they articulate (or slur) make the music
mean. They specify it, sharpen its bite. And at whatever level of change-
your-life, cognitive dissonance, sound example, comforting half-truth, or
craven banality, meaning—or anyway, the show of meaning—is something
audiences still expect from popular music. So from garage to garret to
private studio to pop factory, from Big Black to Red Crayola to Al Green
to Milli Vanilli, we’re inundated with well-made songs—well-made not
because they revitalize the European concert tradition with jazzy harmonic
apercus, as polite little well-made songs are supposed to, but because they
yoke sense and/or nonsense to sound and/or noise, often aided by a hook
sending in mnemonic reinforcements. Original genius as highbrows define
it isn’t the point—that’s one reason pop truth feels social. Hard-felt expres-
sive lyrics as well as cynically crafted manipulative ones resuscitate clichés,
and the basic compositional strategy is recycle and cut-and-paste, if not in
the melody then in the arrangement, which as rhythm rises to the top is
where the music lives.

One reason the ’80s were so disquieting for rock-and-rollers, though, is
that this perceptual process has gotten less reliable. Even the best songs
don’t always impact the way they used to. That’s partly just fragmentation
as a way of life—the sense that you share a song with an audience is another
reason pop truth feels social. But it’s also because there are so many great
songs. Time was, only a few adepts and the occasional lucky duck knew how
to bring one off, but remember, when Leiber & Stoller were coming up
people wondered when some superman would finally high-jump seven feet.
Now the high school record—by a kid from Athens, Georgia, of all places—
is seven-six, and well-made rock and roll songs are commonplace, one more
instance of the industrialized world’s endemic cultural overproduction.

This means there’s a sense in which the whole rockism debate was a
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response to overproduction—that in a much more vulgar way than was
immediately apparent it was yet another chapter in the cycle of feverish
excitement and premature boredom that has ruled Britannia’s pop taste
since the teddy boys. Nevertheless, the crisis is real, augmented by the
formal exhaustion that becomes inevitable when thousands of skilled crafts-
people poke around the same parameters at the same time. Granted that
theories of formal exhaustion are too tautological to explain much, and that
the right artist in the right place at the right time can make them look
ridiculous—who would have believed that Neil Young would make one of
1989’s best albums out of the same materials he’d been messing with for
twenty-one years and throwing away for eight or nine? Of course there’ll
still be high-impact songs created as I've described above, in “rock” and
sometimes in ““pop” too. Utilizing the traditional verbal language of rock
and roll, with its gauche blank patches and unliterary colloquial logic and
sudden flashes of axiomatic plainspeech, some of them will impinge on our
collective life, and many of them will affect individual lives. Many albums
full of such songs are recommended in this book. But the fact remains that
the game has changed—even sloppy college boys know there has to be
something else out there. And there is.

MUSIC GA?

Between 1980 and 1990, rock evolved drastically, meaningfully, essen-
tially, and crucially—though not self-sufficiently—as music. Mere music.
Most of the innovators ignored the melodic and harmonic details that
fascinate trained music critics, and while art-rock types made their contri-
butions, it was along the meld lines of punk-disco fusion that the most
telling changes appeared. As quasi-organ keyb, the synthesizer, a plaything
of dance wimps before arena bands and pop factories took it up, trans-
formed the timbral identity of a music that’s always been more about sound
than notes—pop partisan Stephen Holden believes such archetypes as Boy
George and Madonna even sing like synthesizers. And in its epochal sam-
pler form, the synthesizer both epitomized and undermined rock’s reduc-
tion to capital. On the dire side, studio schlockmeisters learned to construct
full arrangements from taped libraries of licks and beats, so that musicians
became extraneous even in “band” music, and some believe rappers and
dance DIY-ers were even worse—that by sampling hooks whole from old
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hits and flops they cannibalized history, robbing the past of more than they
could possibly give the future. I say their claim-jumps were righteous and
past due. Rap sampling was postmodernism without the fuss, traditionalism
giving traditionalists the finger. It was the people taking control of technol-
ogy, joining a pop battle that began when rogue entrepreneurs discovered
that Edison’s phonograph wasn’t a dictaphone. It won’t be the whole future.
But it’s here to stay.

And the synthesizer wasn’t even the big story, because the '80s were a
rhythm decade like no decade since the 50s—a decade of drummers as well
as drum programmers, disco over the edge, funk grooves motorvating the
most piddly PoMo and New Pop and CHR, B-boys and -girls who talked
more musically than their churchified counterparts sang. It was the decade
that appreciated Charlie Watts and made James Brown its Elvis. Maybe
attitude was the secret of punk, maybe Tommy Ramone was; the secret of
postpunk was rhythm, young drummers coming out of nowhere by the
hundreds. Only it turned out they weren’t good enough, for if anything was
killing indie rock by decade’s end, it was the death-rattle of the solid four
and its fancier variants—or else the inability of its practitioners to come up
with a message, attitude, chord change, or whatever as interesting as a
decent dancebeat. Less slyly offhand than Paul Westerberg or Chuck Berry,
the vain, nasty, prolix eloquence of street-rhyme tradition was something
new in rock and roll, but to comprehend rap you had to parse its groove.
Put the muscular funk of the Sugarhill Gang up against the herky-jerk
hither-and-yon of De La Soul and you’ll learn plenty about their respective
lyrics—and more. And the information will be direct and accessible like
Steely Dan’s chords never were.

Unfortunately, this isn’t to say many children of the *50s—or the ’60s,
or maybe even the *70s—are capable of absorbing it. The famous generation
gap still looms and lurks, with those who first rallied against its inequities
now on the other side, where they continue to pursue their own interests—
and continue to take shit, though not for the same reasons. The worst thing
an L.A. hardcore kid could call you before the invention of the yuppie was
“boomer,” meaning baby-boomer, meaning a member of what that horrible
old fart Peter Townshend once dubbed “My Generation.” My generation
has been over thirty for fifteen or twenty years now, and while it isn’t quite
as set in its ways as its predecessors—the mystique of lifelong growth isn’t
altogether a bad thing—it trusts itself a lot more than it trusts rap.

And though I suppose this self-regard is healthy, as they say, I wish it
were less predictable. When punk arose at least there was a split, with
forever-young hippie stalwarts enthusiastically participating or observing.
But for the vast majority of boomers rap is pure Other, and a great many
postpunks aren’t too fond of it either. Just as the demands of punk rhythm
reinforced simple ageist complacency and paranoia in alienating my con-
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temporaries from the Ramones and the Sex Pistols, so the radical music of
rap, reducing melody all the way down to hook and sometimes dispensing
with that, turns off both big-chillskis and postpunk zealots. Once again
there’s a strong ideological element: rap’s gangsterish connections and
black-power in-your-face are meant to scare the fainthearted just as punk
rage and alienation were. But rap’s synthesis of attitude and sensibility is
so complex and contradiction-ridden that it’s usually simplistic (and self-
serving) to blame its rejection in this or that arena solely on race. Class
animus from above is a more reliable constant, and the turnoff potential of
rap’s piggish sexual politics shouldn’t be pooh-poohed. But age would seem
an even more telling factor, with purely musical affinity crucial. Many aging
rock-and-rollers just can’t get with its new rhythmic language—the lan-
guage of many of the decade’s best albums.

Complicating this question further is the spread of what’s usually called
world music, though with Europhile and Afrophile factions increasingly
distinct, world beat is the more evocative term. In the U.S., world beat is
not kid stuff. Its enthusiasts are decidedly thirtyish, and insofar as they’re
attracted to the dance rhythms of black Africa and its diaspora, they're
responding—and responding rhythmically—to the same dissatisfaction
with foursquare rock and roll songcraft that’s made rap so attractive to
young whites. The difference is that where rap is aggressively disjoint,
world-beat rhythms are suffused with spiritual confidence; they seem whole
in a historical moment out of conceptual control. Sure some world-beat fans
are chronic tourists who prefer their black folks exotic and out of sight, but
more prefer their entertainers all grown up rather than mannish boys—or
stuck in the petulantly middle-aged permanent adolescence of so many rock
stars, aging punks most definitely included. Call it the yin half of a rhythm
decade that could certainly use a little. I'm happiest on both sides myself.

Rock and roll’s *80s were multifarious in the extreme. Ornette’s acolytes
made smarter jazz-rock than Miles’s; folkies in and out of the closet ex-
plored roots that included folkiedom itself; the classically trained didn’t
seem so culturally deprived; and Brian Eno married Roger Williams and
named the baby George Winston, who discovered a grassroots demand for
the aural escape of new age. There were good country albums and good
blues albums and vault finds from all manner of titans, notably Jimi Hen-
drix; occasionally some dinosaur would peek out of his cave and make a
record that proved he wasn’t extinct, though that didn’t happen nearly as
often as the papers said it did. But rap and related dance musics, world beat,
and what I've broadly designated postpunk were the vital movements.
They’ll continue vital, too—including postpunk, which is too big to just
disappear. Sloppy college boys will have plenty to do with their ears for the
foreseeable future. And they don’t have to be the only ones. Really, boom-
ers—I know the children cut into your loud time something fierce, but
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there’s an awful lot new to hear for those with the will and spirit to listen.
There is no need to forswear the pleasures of your youth, or to bog down
in de facto nostalgia. That’s one thing this book is for.

LANONS ANDLISTENING L1STS

In the A lists way in back you will find representatives of all the afore-
mentioned strains and others besides, listed by year in an order of preference
as exact as fond memory and available replay time could make it. If you’ve
read this far, I hope you’ve managed to infer the sensibility if not exactly
the criteria that went into those lists. But it’s only polite to try and lay it
out. I am a rock-and-roller—my attraction to 90 per cent of the pop and
semipop I like was set in motion by Chuck Berry thirty-five years ago. So
I go for a lyric that says something, with some wit would be nice. And 1
like a good beat. (Next time you play Chuck Berry, who isn’t ordinarily
regarded as the rhythmic equal of Jerry Lee Lewis or Panama Francis,
concentrate on his beat for a while. He smokes.) Overproduction having
rendered these cultural commodities too easy to come by, my standards
have been sharpened. Unlike the change addicts of indieland, I’ve been in
the game long enough to know the difference between novel and new, and
I’m not such a knee-jerk progressive that I believe new is always better. But
I’'m obviously not a golden-ager, either. There was popular music in the *50s
and ’60s and now the *70s (as well as the *20s and *30s and ’40s) that retains
an irreducible and unduplicatable magic. But anybody who thinks that kind
of magic disappeared in the ’80s understands neither history nor Parlia-
ment-Funkadelic. (The Sex Pistols, maybe. Not the Ramones.)

In case it needs saying, I am who I am: a white male born into the Queens
lower-middle class in1942, my left politics and B.A. in English chosen
rather than thrust upon me. Except to note that my daughter’s tastes in
entertainment cut into my listening time, I admit to no hardening of the
tympanum. Sure I enjoy special rapport with my contemporaries, but I also
know when they’re full of shit, which is usually. In fact, I'd argue that
twenty-year-olds have a harder time recognizing a mediocre Lou Reed
record than I have recognizing a mediocre Replacements record. Youth
comes with the musical territory, and by now my eternal attraction to the
theme is so disinterested that all youth music partakes of sociology and the
field report. To me, Thelonious Monster, Michelle Shocked, L.L. Cool J,
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and the Pet Shop Boys are all kids working out their identities, and in each
case I get off tuning in.

Not that I think disinterest renders my judgments somehow objective.
They have authority, sure—I'm knowledgeable and hard to con, and over
the years many readers have found my tastes as well as my analyses useful.
But if knowledge doesn’t keep pace with production its usefulness dimin-
ishes, and in the "80s that wasn’t just a tall order, it was physically impossi-
ble. I have little doubt that hidden away on that New Wave list (down some
from the top, where I've listened hard enough to be certain of what isn’t
there as well as what is) are artists who could give me a thrill, tell me
something I don’t know. But I'm almost as sure that I can live my life
happily without learning their secrets. Within the bounds of my tastes—
which tend to exclude metal and ‘““hard rock,” romantic and Romantic slow
stuff, folk music both authentic and secondhand, demijazz because it’s
half-assed and the real thing because it doesn’t fit conceptually, and all
manner of salable schlock—I haven’t missed much domestically released
English-language rock, a term I define very broadly. I've kept track of
country and blues and taken my pick of more far-flung styles, with serious
hiatuses indicated in the Subjects for Further Research section. But where
in the '70s it was possible for me to imagine that a Consumer Guide
compendium could be the basis of a canon, that’s no longer how things are
structured.

Because if on the one hand megaplatinum is what signifies, on the other
the ’80s were a time in which every quiddity of taste was worked for profit.
For better and worse, it put the whole notion of a legible aesthetic behind
it. I’'ve made what I call postpunk (New Wave when I'm feeling sarcastic)
the artistic center of the decade—well over a third of my A’s are in the
category. Yet the average college radio honcho would consider me hope-
lessly narrow and ill-informed. From hardcore to metal to garage grunge
to neopsychedelic to art-damaged English dance music to sensitive singer-
songwriters (again!), intelligent young people live for whole subgenres I
could care less about. Similarly with the dance chart, chock full every week
of records I'll never hear in my living room and would barely notice in a
disco. The crux of world beat, meanwhile, is misprision—the ignorant rein-
terpretation to which outsiders like myself subject all transplanted culture.

I do persist. I believe my albums have something to give me and some-
thing to tell me—that they’re a way of pleasure and a way of knowing. With
not just critical authority but any presumption of shared musical experience
as dead as Janis and Jimi, my grades are still designed to quantify aesthetic
substance, whatever exactly that is. Against the Amerindie expressionists,
so ignorant they believe any ‘“‘alternative” is superior by definition, and the
pop postmodernists, so cool they recognize no meaning but flux, I posit a
relative permanence. But a canon? What do you take me for?
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Don’t answer that. Just believe me when I tell you I want this book to
be regarded as one man’s—all right, one critic’s—listening list. An enter-
taining one for sure. Full of ideas too. Maybe even providing a fragmented
overview for an unwhole time, no more partial than the newfangled
rhythms us old guys have such trouble grabbing onto. And very useful, I
swear—since more than half these records have given me major pleasure
and/or minor insight at least once in the past ten years, anyone who likes
rock and roll should be able to find fifty if not five hundred personally
worthwhile titles herein. But in the end, it’s just music processing, a job I
get off on.

HOW 10 USE THIS o00K

This guide is arranged alphabetically by individuals® last name (Styrene,
B., Petty), title (Captain, Mr., DJ), or nickname (Kid, Biz, L.L.) and
groups’ first word (Cocteau, They, Orchestra). Alphabetization proceeds as
if spaces and punctuation weren’t there, with English-language articles
ignored; foreign-language articles are treated as words, numbers and ab-
breviations as if spelled out. Artist names will vary slightly when their
billing does—1I respect the record as text, compensating as sanely as possible
for internal inconsistencies (which usually means following the label rather
than the cover art). Drastic anomalies (Lucinda Williams was just Lucinda
on her 1980 album) are cross-referenced, as are collaborations that might
get lost in the shuffle. Nearly 150 compilations and soundtracks are inter-
spersed alphabetically by title through the text and indexed in the appendix.

As T've explained, completeness was impossible in the *80s, and maybe
inappropriate too. I've located every U.S.-released rock B+ I could, includ-
ing cassettes and twelve-inch EPs. But I'm sure I've missed dozens, maybe
hundreds, and in the various rock-related styles, not to mention the other
genres that tickle my sensibility—especially those available only as imports,
where my forays are sporadic—my breadth of coverage is even less reliable.
I've tried to trace the outlines of recording careers, but a good many listings
stop short in the middle, or begin and end with a single review. If I admire
one record by an artist, especially a rock-and-roller, I almost certainly know
the surrounding work, so figure when I skip something that I consider it
disappointing in a boring way. It’s common for a group to hit it right once,
often on a debut album, and then sink into drought, confusion, compromise,
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or self-imitation, and there are only so many times you can say that before
your readers wonder why you’re bothering.

Why I choose to say it about some records and not others is often
somewhat arbitrary, though critical hyperbole or unwarranted chart action
do get me going. Similarly, while I've been diligent about B+s, I've been
negligent about B’s—competent records with a few striking cuts on them.
Most of the records I don’t review—by artists on the New Wave list, for
instance—are probably a little worse, in the B— or C+ range, where
moderately clever, hard-working, and original people make music that
sounds OK and rarely if ever catches you short. But some would no doubt
turn out to be B’s if I gave them my full attention for a play. I just don’t
have the time. I've learned from doing the job with newsworthy artists that
distinguishing a B from a B— from a C+ is the most soul-wearying aspect
of music processing, and I'm not mad enough to pursue it; often the B’s I
do write about are albums I want to like more, because they’re conceptually
worthy or have a couple of gems on them. So it’s conceivable that I missed
a thousand B’s in the *80s. No one will ever know, or care—including me.

Each artist’s entries are arranged chronologically, in order of U.S. ap-
pearance. Dates reflect actval year of original release (which sometimes
differs from the pub date on the jacket), although especially with imports
I sometimes reviewed the record much later. (Three important late-'79
U.K. releases that never found a U.S. record company—Pere Ubu’s New
Picnic Time, the Sex Pistols’ Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle, and The Rain-
coats—are snuck in as 1980 albums, which in the U.S. they should have
been.) I’ve noted whatever label I originally encountered a record on, with
significant subsequent changes (not intracorporate logo switches or imports
gone domestic) reported in brackets at the end of the review. I haven’t
caught them all, I’'m sure—there’s a lot of product being dealt these days.
And while I've tried to note significant CD/cassette-only bonus cuts, I've
definitely missed a lot of those.

I'm no vinyl fetishist and no audiophile. If anything, I prefer CD
sound, although the upfront percussion of early digital remixes was irri-
tating, and if CDs prove as durable as their manufacturers claim, which
I doubt, I'll be grateful—it’s depressing to pull a prized title out of its
cardboard jacket and find the music obscured by surface noise. Neverthe-
less, there’s something about CDs that’s always bothered me: they only
have one side, so unless you program your CD player, which most don’t,
you consume a whole album at once. This may be the way God planned
it, but it’s inhuman: except in the flush of rapt concentration or first ac-
quaintance (or when enjoying an illicit C-90), the typical vinyl or cassette
owner has always used albums one seventeen-to-twenty-three-minute,
four-to-six-song side at a time. Crucial perceptual habits have grown up
around this time frame, which is based partly on vinyl’s physical limits
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and partly, I suspect, on an attention span bound up in the mysteries of
the industrialized sensorium, but in the CD era it’s disappearing. Song
lengths over five minutes and album lengths over fifty are now common,
and even worse, these already puffed-up albums are generally wolfed
down, well, two sides at a time.

I'm sorry, that’s the way I hear things even if it means my whole
approach to reviewing is obsolete. The side isn’t dead yet—although cas-
settes are fragile and clumsy, they’re cheap, and they continue to outsell
CDs. But as a commercial proposition, especially for the relatively affiuent
consumers who buy records in quantity (and record guides to advise them),
digital is taking over, and with it whole new vistas in perceptual organiza-
tion and product availability.

The disappearance of vinyl was engineered by bizzers who liked CD
profit margins—once you own the equipment, they cost less than vinyl to
manufacture, and they let you repackage (and resell) your bundles of rights.
But each repackage has a start-up cost, and as vinyl is deleted, which is now
a runaway phenomenon, the accountants will be figuring out what titles
justify digital remastering—from their point of view, of course. It’s my
practice to respect the “work” anyway: I've never felt obliged to figure out
which album is in print and which isn’t. But especially with uncommercial
artists on major labels—sometimes artists who in their minor-label manifes-
tation are profit-makers—the prospects of finding some of the older titles
on my A lists are grim. And since repackaging is a very literal concept—first
two sides at a sitting, then bonus tracks to sucker in vinyl-owners, finally
recompiled oeuvres—I can’t guarantee that the CD version of an album
would hit even me the way I describe it. Most of the time the difference
won’t be that great, especially if you invest in a CD player that’s easy to
program. But with individually compiled Personics-style tapes (digital, of
course) in the middle-distance offing, the *80s may be the last decade for
which an album guide makes a whole lot of sense.

In the short run, used record stores will do big business. And sometimes
I imagine that vinyl isn’t really going to disappear—that it will simply
become a specialty item, marketed by mail or in boutiques by visionary
entrepreneurs who begin by buying tons of cutouts and end up investing in
discarded pressing equipment and obtaining vinyl-only rights to quiddity-
tickling music the majors don’t have time for. Insofar as my ’50s and ’60s
self expects a social dimension of rock and roll, this will be highly unsatis-
factory, but it will also be better than nothing. For social dimension I'll have
to settle for the next Madonna, Prince, Springsteen, or Kool Moe Dee, who
I'm sure will keep me occupied. That pop machine really is good for
something. Only you know what? I’'m not so sure I understand it better than
its keepers anymore.
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Gregory Abbott: Shake You Down (Co-

lumbia *86). The title single is a deceptively
slight slow burn, a come-on so unassuming
you don’t notice you're being seduced until
after you've slipped into something more
comfortable, and most of the album works
the same subliminally hooky con—harm-
less until it whispers “gotcha,” it’s a model
of consumer calculation. The persona is
green-eyed handsome man with the where-
withal to support his fine tastes and yours.
The songs are tuneful ditties with Bach-
arach/Bell chords and harmonies. And the
singing is generic Spinners—growling or
crooning or letting his falsetto do the talk-
ing, Abbott has learned to make the most
of the edgy strain that’s his unavoidable
vocal trademark. There's something all too
’80s about his bid to create a great love
man without a great voice—if in 1971 Bill
Withers was a toilet installer expressing his
higher self and in 1978 Ray Parker Jr. was
a bizwise craftsman selling his irrepressible
formal exuberance, then in 1987 Abbott is
a brokerage grunt looking to maximize his
profitability. But by reinventing a black
pop of modest means, he takes a first step
toward returning that great crossover in
the sky to the people. Wouldn't it be nice
if somebody else took another one? B+

ABC: The Lexicon of Love (Mercury ’82).

Since Bowie and Ferry sold surface in dis-
guise back when they were supposedly sav-
ing rock and roll, I don’t worry about this
tribute band’s lack of depth. Martin Fry’s

candid camp and ad-man phrasing don’t
fully justify his histrionic flights, but they
do give him room to be clever, which is
clearly his calling—some of these synthetic
funk rhythms make me laugh out loud,
and he’s an ace jingle writer. “If that’s the
trash aesthetic I suggest that we forget it™?
Not when your throwaways include bon
mots like “looking for the girl who meets
supply with demand.” Original grade: B
plus. A—

ABC: Beauty Stab (Mercury *83). I don’t

get these complaints that Martin Fry has
abandoned his shallow but ingratiating
popcraft for a brave/pretentious but/and
ill-advised stab at social significance. Ex-
cept for “The Look of Love,” a super-
catchy fluke that apparently confused
people, instant hooks weren’t how the first
album worked either, and his shallowness
was always more apparent than real. As
with the debut, give this one five spins and
you’ll remember every track, with “She’s
vegetarian except when it comes to sex”
your first but not last aha. Whether you'll
enjoy it all as much is another matter—
there’s a slight loss of verve. But that was
then and this is now. A—

ABC: How To Be a Zillionaire (Mercury

’85). The look of the Mark I ABC fooled
Anglophobes into dismissing the music as
fashion-plated pandering even though it
was as politically suggestive as Anglophile
heroes get. So don’t let the look of the
Mark IT ABC fool you into hoping the
music is outrageous, or even campy. Sure



28

Paula Abdul:

Dele Abiodun:

Dele Abiodun:

Colonel Abrams:
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“Be Near You™ is catchier than anything
on Beauty Stab, but when Martin Fry is on
his game the hooks that make ABC sell
coexist with the glossy electrofunk and
dense wordplay that make (or made) them
sparkle. As a great romantic he’s just try-
ing for a comeback. B—

Straight Up (Virgin '88). If
Debbie Gibson already has platinum imi-
tators, there’s more to the world than
is dreamt of in Madonna’s philosophy.
This unthreateningly dusky disco-dolly-
next-door plays the field romantic-meta-
phorwise, with a weakness for can’t-help-
myself. She’s less imitator than imitation,
short on tokens of self-creation—her
only writing credit is the only time she
threatens to play around. C

Adawa Super Sound
(Shanachie ’85). Sunny Adé¢ aside, this is
the best-conceived juju album ever re-
leased in the U.S. One half is specialty
items to engage the untrained ear—dub
here, funk there, out harmonies some-
where else, all integrated unobtrusively
into the basic weave. The other half is
tipico medley, like on a real African juju
album, which oddly enough is the first
time that self-evident ploy has ever been
tried out on the American public. A—
It’s Time for Juju Music
(Super Adawa import '85). Juju strikes
some as an odd place to have begun selling
Africa to white people—subtle, discursive,
hard to dance to. But in Nigeria it’s just
pop music. The funk and pop fusions
claimed for this old-timer, who toured the
U.K. way back in 1974, still sound more
like shadings to me, but he's absorbed
Martin Meissonnier’s (not Sunny Adé’s)
production philosophy. In its tuneful con-
struction and clean, hot mix, this item
recalls  Synchro-System, only it has
a ruminative side that's very Nigeria-
specific. Maybe that makes him ingenu-
ous. Or maybe it means he knows his
market. A—

Colonel Abrams (MCA
’86). With Eurodisco orgymaster Cerrone
and Ameridisco worker-bee Sam Dees
augmenting Anglodisco scenemaker Rich-

The Accelerators:

ard Burgess in the coproducer’s slot, you-
know-what revival is obviously on tap. Ah
well, it could be lots worse, and it probably
will be—1I hope not with this artist, a lik-
able fella whose Teddy Pendergrass im-
pression has its social function. Though
speaking of soul, I wonder why the only
ladyfriend he makes me care about is eight
years old tops. B

Leave My Heart (Dol-
phin '83). Even on generic rockabilly Ger-
ald Duncan has a way with words, pinning
down the thwarted lust that’s always
added nervous energy to the style. “Two
Girls in Love” is as fine a lesbians-from-
the-outside song as the Amazing Rhythm
Aces’ “Emma-Jean,” and “Regina” brings
“Brother Louie” down home. Duncan
comes up with hooks half the time, too.
But his singing is so mild and his band so
contained that only the most striking ma-
terial lifts off. Just our luck that in an age
of interesting bands with nothing to say an
interesting songwriter doesn’t put quite
enough into the music.

AC/DC: Back in Black (Atlantic *80). Re-

placing Aerosmith as primitives of choice
among admirers of heavy machinery, these
Aussies are a little too archetypal for my
tastes. Angus Young does come up with
killer riffs, though not as consistently as a
refined person like myself might hope, and
fresh recruit Brian Johnson sings like
there’s a cattle prod at his scrotum, just the
thing for fans who can’t decide whether
their newfound testosterone is agony or ec-
stasy. AC/DC can’t decide either—
“Shoot To Thrill,” “Given [sic] the Dog a
Bone,” and “Let Me Put My Love Into
You” all concern the unimaginative sexual
acts you’d imagine, and “What Do You
Do for Money Honey™ has a more limited
set of answers than the average secretary
would prefer. My sister’s glad they don’t
write fantasy and science fiction, and if
you're female you're free to share her re-
lief. Brothers are more deeply implicated
in these matters. B—

AC/DC: Dirty Deeds Done Cheap (Atlan-

tic '81). A 1976 Australian LP released in
the wake of their ascension to the U.S. top
ten, this is where those of us who weren't



paying attention meet the blokelike croak
of the legendary Bon Scott, asphyxiated by
his own vomit shortly after Highway to
Hell broke them Stateside. Now I under-
stand why they say Brian Johnson has a
great voice—he’s got about about three
times the range and wattage, the bloke as
fantasy-fiction demigod. But those who
prefer Scott’s charm have a point. Like Ian
Hunter or Roger Chapman though with-
out their panache, he has fun being a dirty
young man—he almost slavers through
“Ain’t No Fun Waiting Round To Be a
Millionaire,” and “Big Balls” is fully out-
rageous in its class hostility. Needless to
say, sexual hostility—disguised as fun, of
course—is more his speed. C+

AC/DC: For Those About To Rock We

Salute You (Atlantic ’81). Brian Johnson
takes over, defining an anthemic grandi-
osity more suitable to their precious-metal
status than Bon Scott’s old-fashioned
raunch. Also dumber. “Let’s Get It Up” is
a limited sentiment in any case. But I'd
appreciate some indication that Johnson
knows the difference between his dick and
the light tower. C

AC/DC: Who Made Who (Atlantic ’86).

The soundtrack to Stephen King’s Maxi-
mum Overdrive is no best-of, not with Bon
Scott shafted (the tired ‘“Ride On”) and
two of the three new songs instrumentals.
Still, one instrumental is showtime, the
title tune is really a tune, “Hell’s Bells”
will give Christians fits, and sexual meta-
phors are kept to a minimum. I wish their
only great work of art, the drum-hooked
fucksong “You Shook Me All Night
Long,” wasn’t buried on side one the way
it’s buried on Back in Black. But this is
their most presentable collection neverthe-
less. B

AC/DC: Blow Up Your Video (Atlantic

’88). The brutal truth is that sexism has
never kept a great rock-and-roller down—
from Muddy to Lemmy, lots of dynamite
music has objectified women in objection-
able ways. But rotely is not among those
ways. I mean, these guys have never
known how to throw a party. Sure their
costumery is good for a laugh, but Brian
Johnson shrieks too much, which gets pos-
itively painful as he grows hoarse with the
encroaching years, and they’ve always
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been stingy with their famous killer riffs.
Their reunion with Vanda & Young no
more signals their renewed determination
to make good albums than Elton John’s
reunion with Bernie Taupin. It signals
commercial panic, and unlike Elton
they’re unlikely to reverse their downward
sales path over the long haul. I eagerly
await their retirement and the dynamite
best-of I trust will prove subsequent upon
it. C+

Adam and the Ants:  Kings of the Wild

Frontier (Epic *80). This isn’t rock and
roll, sez here—it’s ‘“‘sexmusic,” a/k/a
“antmusic,” heralding Arapaho (Apache)
(Kiowa) (pirate) warrior ideals as a futur-
istic reaction against Brit-punk nihilism.
The scam has whole subcultures working
for it in England, but here it’s the sex and
the music that’ll determine whether Adam
is David Bowie or Marc Bolan (or Gary
Glitter). The sex is your basic line-draw-
ings-of-spike-heels stuff, redolent of Sex,
the haberdashery once owned by Adam’s
ex-manager. The music, needless to say, is
rock and roll, a clever pop-punk amalgam
boasting two drummers, lots of chanting,
and numerous B-movie hooks. Especially
given Adam’s art-school vocals, I find that
the hooks grate, but that may just mean
that when it comes to futuristic warriors I
prefer Sandinistas. B

Bryan Adams: Reckless (A&M °85). The

megabuck stops here. Maybe I’ll let Bruce
Springsteen teach me how to hear John
Cougar Mellencamp, but damned if I'm
going to let John Cougar Mellencamp
teach me how to hear Bryan Adams. From
antipunkdiscowave strut to Flashdance
homage, he’s a generic American hunk,
only whiter because he’s Canadian. Where
Sammy Hagar flaunts his anticommunism
and Don Henley flaunts his mouth, Adams
flaunts nothing more and nothing less than
his young reliable bod. Like all the above-
mentioned good and bad he shares a mys-
terious nostalgia for the recent past with a
lot of people who aren’t half dead yet, at
least chronologically. And more than any
of them he has real problems relaxing,
which puts him square in the soul-as-will-
and-idea tradition of Lou Gramm, Pat
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Boone, Sophie Tucker, and so many oth-
ers. C—

Bryan Adams: Into the Fire (A&M '87).

It's got to be deliberate, the voice of the
common man or some such. Nevertheless,
making all  allowances—overlooking
quotes/references (‘“‘eight miles high™),
universals (“‘the rent is due”), attempted
wordplay (“a table for one and a broken
heart to go”), and simple idioms (*‘count
me in,”" “white flag,” ‘“heaven knows,”
“it’s up to you)—I count an astonishing
fifty-six full-fledged clichés on what’s sup-
posed to be a significance move, from
*“‘caught in the crossfire” in the first line to
“the worst is over” in the third-to-last.
And while “Only the Strong Survive,” the
biggest offender with twelve, steamrollers
across despite it all, neither Don Henley
soul nor emergent social conscience justify
the dumbness density. I know the salt of
the earth is the shape of things to come,
but these words of wisdom are beyond the
pale. C+

The Message (Sunny
Alade import "81). All I know about Adé
is that he’s the (or a) king of Nigerian juju.
His voice is gentle, his rhythm insinuating
and very poly, his guitar graceful and
faintly Hawaiian. Also, he comes up with
good hooks—*“Ma J’Aiye Oni”’ was on my
interior jukebox for weeks. I play this a lot,
and even at that don’t think it matches the
one with the orange cover that 1 lost at
Charing Cross six weeks ago. When I went
back to buy a second copy at Stern’s, 126
Tottenham Court Road, London WI, 1
was told I'd never see it again and advised
to plunk down another six quid for this
substitute. I'm glad I did, but anyone who
knows where I can find the one with the
orange cover please advise. A

King Sunny Adé and His African Beats:

Juju Music (Mango '82). The Message,
the unavailable-in-the-U.S. Nigerian LP
that precedes this made-for-export over-
view conceptually, actually comes closer
to pop—it’s brighter, edgier, more tuneful.
The music here is all flowing undulation;
even the experimental synthesizer interjec-
tions, while recalling the startling syn-
drums of great disco, seem somehow
rubberized, springing suddenly outward

and then receding back into the slipstream.
It’s almost as if Chris Blackwell, aware
that it was absurd to think AOR, aimed
instead for a kind of ambient folk music
that would unite amateur ethnologists,
Byrne-Eno new-wavers, reggae fans, and
hip dentists, just for starters. But never
fear—not only do these confident, magical,
surpassingly gentle polyrhythms obviate
the organic and the electronic, the local
and universal, they also make hash of
distinctions between background and
foreground. I can imagine somebody
not loving Sunny Adé; I can’t imagine
somebody disliking him. Original grade:
A plus. A—

King Sunny Adé and His African Beats:

Ajoo (Makossa ’83). Since his import-if-
you-can-find-it The Message is still my fa-
vorite Adé, not to mention my first, I
thought it wise to check out the five LPs
Adé released in Nigeria between Mango
albums. They sounded pretty good, but
since ‘“‘universal language” is as parochial
a concept as any other one-world idealism,
I wasn’t too surprised to discover limits to
my appetite for a conservative, consciously
recycled music I half understand.
Makossa, a Brooklyn label which has man-
ufactured and distributed African records
since 1967, has now released this Nigerian
Adé in a cleaner, brighter pressing. I know
several neoconnoisseurs who consider 4joo
his best since the first Nigerian Adé they
heard, Check “E’; I'd say second-best
since The Message (the first shipment of
which arrived in the States warped) be-
cause I prefer Bobby, featuring an elegia-
cally lyrical side called “Late Olabinjo
Benson.” One indication of 4joo’s quality
is that Adé recut “Ewele” and “Tolongo™
(as well as Maa Jo’s title tune) for Synchro
System, but that's not necessarily a con-
sumer plus. “Gbeyogbeyo,” however,
would make Vangelis turn green if he
weren’t so badly discolored already. A —

King Sunny Adé and His African Beats:

Synchro System (Mango '83). Top-billed
keyboard player Martin Meissonnier has
definite ideas about how to produce his
client for the non-African market. By em-
phasizing discrete melodies and heating up
the mix, he variegates Adé’s flow, which is
how art works in the U.S.A. Since the im-
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pact of overviews like Juju Music is un-
repeatable, the switch came none too soon.
This more conventionally unified album
may not seem quite as arresting as the
debut, but that’s mainly because it arrived
second. There’s no clearer way to hear the
talking drums and choral singing that
make juju music what it is. A—

King Sunny Adé and His African Beats:

Aura (Island ’84). Three albums into this
world-class popmeister’s American career,
his U.S. debut begins to seem like the com-
promise purists claimed it was—not be-
cause it’s too American, but because it’s
not American enough. Now when I want
something subtly polypercussive TI'll
choose one of his Nigerian LPs rather than
Juju Music. And when I want a heavier,
hookier groove I'll pull out Synchro Sys-
tem—or more likely, this one. With Mar-
tin Meissonnier back behind the glass and
Stevie Wonder's earthbound harmonica on
native ground, it’s every bit as consistent
as The Message and—by (Afro-) Ameri-
can standards—considerably more propul-
sive. At times it’s even obvious, regular.
Next time I assume they’ll go all out for a
dance-chart hit. And I can’t wait to hear
it. A
Return of the Juju
King (Mercury import CD ’88). Shortly
after he split with Island, Adé also split
with the African Beats, which may be why
this fifty-five-minute compilation from
three recent Nigerian LPs never generates
that familiar aura. Could also be the weak-
ness of digital remixers for percussion.
Talking drum fans’ll love it. B+

King Sunny Adé and His African Beats:

Live Live Juju (Rykodisc '88). Like so
many live albums, it promises the real deal
and then reduces an event that once en-
gaged five or more senses to an aural ab-
straction. Worse, the percussive bias of
both recording method and performance
concept undercuts the momentum of the
ensemble groove. Ruined by the Fallacy of
the Drum Solo, in quadruplicate. ~ B—

Aerosmith:  Greatest Hits (Columbia *80).

I could quibble with side two, which
doesn’t conceal their sudden decline the
way it might have, but the Sgt. Pepper
“Come Together” is a keeper, and except

Aerosmith:

Aerosmith:
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for the Anglophile “Kings and Queens”
the post-Rocks tracks do create a context
for themselves. Side one is the great Amer-
ican ‘“hard-rock” band sounding more
relaxed and bluesy than the one that made
Rocks—because originally it was relaxa-
tion that made their white blues so Ameri-
can. Such revelations are what best-ofs are
for. A—

Aerosmith:  Done With Mirrors (Geffen

’85). Their knack for the basic song and
small interest in guitar-hero costume
drama always made them hard rock that
deserved the name, not to mention an
American band. Still, with almost a decade
of bad records collective and solo behind
them, there was no reason to expect a thing
from this touching reunion. And against
all odds the old farts light one up: if you
can stand the crunch, you’ll find more get-
up-and-go on the first side than on any
dozen random neogarage EPs. B+
Classics Live II (Columbia
’87). Six of eight tracks on Corporate Re-
venge II were cut New Year’s Eve 1984, a
money gig for sure, and every one was at
least eight years old at the time; a seventh
previewed a song soon to appear on their
Geffen debut—but recorded, heh heh,
while they were still under CBS jurisdic-
tion. And what we get is some of the
toughest and least indulgent live metal
ever vinylized, not quite Greatest Hits
(four dupes) but way beyond Live Bootleg
or Corporate Revenge I. Professional-
ism—who can predict it? B+

Aerosmith:  Permanent Vacation (Geffen

'87). Don’t let the twelve tracks, blues
moves, or ace Beatle cover mislead you.
Horns here and here and here plus mello-
tron there and there plus song doctors all
over the place add up to running out of gas
again already. C+
Gems (Columbia ’88). Any-
body who doubts they made a great album
once (and only once) should check the title
and then explain why buried gems from
Rocks lead both sides of their second best-
of. Because Rock’s openers got used up the
first time is why. B

Aerosmith:  Pump (Geffen ’89). If fried

brains is your idea of a rock dream, the
first side will do the job at least as good as
whatever raging slab is also your idea of a
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rock dream. For five songs, everything
loud and acrid about them just keeps on
coming—not even tune doctors can stave
off the juggernaut. Of course, their idea of
a rock dream is also the traditional
“Young Lust” and “Love in an Eleva-
tor”—OK as far as it goes, but I could do
with more “Janie’s Got a Gun,” in which
an abused teenager offs her dad. B+

African Acoustic Vol. 2: Kenya Dry . . .

(Original Music ’88). “Dry” is what Afri-
cans call acoustic guitar, and for the first
side, which samples tribal languages before
homing in on Swahili, this collection of
*50s rarities sounds like a sweetly typical
folk-song collection—just happens to be
out of Africa is all. But as the B progressed
through catchy little guitar tunes and
relaxed harmony groups I got a more spe-
cific vibe, and when the notes adduced
African heroes Jimmie Rodgers and Jim
Reeves I decided I was right. Fans of string
bands, bluegrass, and other old-time coun-
try music: if you find polyrhythms daunt-
ing, boring, or whatever, this could be your
way in. B+

African Connection Vol. I: Zaire Choc!

(Celluloid import cassette/CD ’88). As-
sembled by the biggest and sharpest manu-
facturer-distributor of an African style
perfected in Europe, this is the showcase
the slick, deep, joyously cosmopolitan, un-
selfconsciously commercial body-music
the Paris-Kinshasa connection was wait-
ing for. Contrasting vocal hooks, quicksil-
ver guitar figures, and negotiable rhythm
changes are orchestrated with a skill that
evokes a great dancefloor DJ working the
crowd for an hour-long peak. For sure it’s
more than a quality disco compilation: se-
lections don’t just hang together, they
stand out, with Sam Mangwana, 4 Etoiles,
and Papa Wemba some of the famous
hard-to-finds featured. The secret, though,
is in the selection and the flow—bet the
compiler did literally do time on the Paris
club scene, testing every track in the cruci-
ble of Saturday night. A+

African Connection Vol. II: West Africa

(Celluloid import cassette/CD '88). Since
Senegambia and its Islamic environs nur-
ture solo expressive practices more indi-

African Connexion:

African Head Charge:

African Image:

vidualistic (more *“Western?) (more
“soulful”?) than those of the Congo, these
pop moves by Salif Keita, Youssou
N’Dour, and Parisian pets Toure Kunda
might not mesh all that well with Alpha
Blondy and epigones’ Afro-reggae grooves
even if they were snazzier. Quite educa-
tional, moderately entertaining. B+

African Connexion
(Oval import EP '84). On the patois
“bright side,” this half-black, half-white
London septet generates the kind of
Afrolift that makes highlife seem like a
generic description, with guitar and saxo-
phone confidently inauthentic as they
wheel free. The English-language “‘dark
side™ has the bite of good protest reggae—
but not the depth of groove. B+

Off the Beaten
Track (On-U Sound import '86). Hoping
against hope that it’s some fucking place,
I occasionally find myself suspecting that
cut-up and dub are where the semipop ac-
tion is. Enthusiasm, iconoclasm, and will-
ingness to live in the present make it the
avant alternative to neoclassicism—aware
of the weight of history and the unavoida-
bility of received materials, but also aware
that past glories have been and gone. Then
I listen to Curlew or Fats Comet or Mute
Beat or Version X and go back to my four-
four. Thing is, the semipop action ought to
be more than metaphorical; rock bricolage
is too cerebral and reggae subtract-a-track
too spacy to work that body. Although in
my casual experience Adrian Sherwood’s
vast output combines both problems, this
fourth album by one of his array of studio-
only projects adds minimelodies galore
and a shifting but reliable bass-and-drum
pulse—Jamaica steeped in field recordings
and heavy machinery—to the usual pano-
rama of depth charges, funny noises, ex-
otic rips, and spoken words. Kind of like
Augustus Pablo if Pablo weren't so pasto-
ral, and so pop. A—

African Image (Gramavi-
sion '83). Brutally honest right down to
the name, the label promotes South Afri-
can pop pros Thomas Mkhize and Glynn
Storm as ‘“‘more structured and somewhat



less dense than Adé¢’s highlife [sic] style,”
praising their “state-of-the-art production
values, modern instrumentation, and pro-
nounced rock, jazz, and pop influences.”
In short, decorative exoticism, a touch
slick, with pleasing Zulu chant melodies
and a trap drummer who’d fit in on Car-
son. I like every one of its six cuts. And
love none of them. B

African Music (Vertigo import 83). It took

the Dutch to assemble a decent compila-
tion of Nigerian highlife, the r&b-ish horn-
and-guitar music that came over from
Kenya with founding father E.T. Mensah
in the ’50s. Less brassily arranged than
Congolese rumba, these four-minute clas-
sics from the style’s masters skip all over
the past decade-plus yet mesh as gentle
pop epiphanies for untrained ears. Many
feature sax solos almost as laggardly as the
gritty, half-conversational singing exem-
plified by patriarch Dr. Victor Olaiya.
Both elements pulling against effervescent
guitar hooks and the lift of multiple drums
in indigenous patterns I couldn’t begin to
specify, with the pleasingly received guitar
solos occupying a middle ground where
the music resolves. Though such generali-
zations don’t hint at the reggae side trips
and rock steals and best-selling vocals also
present, they do sum up the music’s sky-
above-mud-below tension—an animistic
charge that doesn’t demand a literal belief
in anybody’s or anything’s soul. A

The African Typic Collection (Virgin ’89).

Annotator-cocompiler Jumbo Vanrenen'’s
latest Afrodisco sampler showcases the
Caribbean-Camerounian rhythm—desig-
nated “makassi,” and don’t ask me to tell
you more or recognize it on the dance
floor—that was the making of Sam Fan
Thomas, who has his name on three of the
six cuts and his fingers in two others. As
the owner of one Thomas LP, I hereby
certify that this one is more catchy, infec-
tious, and all the other meaningful things
Afrodisco samplers should be. It closes
corny with a “Peter Gabriel inspired” (oh
dear) Mandela tribute, opens fresh with an
acoustic-guitar-based mesh of African
dances. In between, relentless genericism
does its number. A—
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Age of Chance:  Crush Collision (Virgin

EP ’87). These troublemakers top their
agitpop with covers of “Disco Inferno”
(name that tune) and “Kiss” (“You got to
know how to talk / If you want to impress
me / And it would help if you know how
to walk . . .”). Their “sonic metal disco”
aims to reintroduce the Human League to
the Gang of Four, and who knows—if they
can achieve world revolution, maybe I can
overcome my Phil Oakey problem. A—

Age of Chance: One Thousand Years of

Trouble (Virgin *87). At their strongest
these Leeds lads have the postsituationist
aggro down. Slogans like “Take It!” and
“Don’t Get Mad . . . Get Even!” are pre-
sented literally, yelled over loud funk beats
that combined with their wall of noise
makes them white rap the way Led Zep
were white blues. Advocating insurrection
ain’t planning revolution, but it ain’t sur-
render either. B+

A-Ha: Hunting High and Low (Warner

Bros. *85). Quite aware that I don’t qualify
as a pubescent female, I tried to be under-
standing. It’s not their fault they’re blond,
after all—they’re Norwegian. But though
they’d clearly have been better off raised
closer to the blues—in Wales, say—the
gutturals of fellow Scandinavians from
Gasolin’ to the Nomads suggest that their
precious Yes-gone-Europop accents are
chosen freely. Over music they probably
exerted less control. C—

Mahmoud Ahmed: Ere Mela Mela

(Crammed Discs import ’86). Because
taste leads to knowledge, I enjoy fair famil-
iarity with the West African music that’s
second cousin to rock and roll and none
with its distant relatives in North Africa
and the Middle East. But where knowl-
edge ends, taste rules. Ahmed is a singer of
unmistakable authority, and maybe an
album of the “‘many standards” he’s con-
tributed to ‘“modern Ethiopian music”
would expand my horizons. Or maybe this
is that album—I don’t know. I do know
that soon I lose the charge I get from the
lead cuts, generated less by the “strange,
almost Indonesian-sounding scales” of the
vocals than by the two-sax horn section,
which (maybe because it utilizes those
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scales) could be Afro-Brilliant Corners or
ill-tempered synthesizer or avant-garde
blues. For tastes that run to the Master
Musicians of Jujouka and Om Kalsoum,
he may be Elvis. B+

Declaration (I.R.S. '84). Oh,
I know who they sound like—that Mick-
cum-Joe front man, those football cho-
ruses, the militant szrum of it all. Brings a
tear to the eye, yes it does. But the whatch-
acallum, the Clash, wrote whatchacal-
lum—songs! And does anybody know
what these boys are declaring for? C+
Change (I1.R.S. ’89). Breaking
on through, they sounded a lot like the
Clash. College radio staples, they sound a
lot like U2. Ain’t artistic evolution some-
thin’? C

& Tam’s Avec 1'Orchestre Malo:
Ali & Tam’s Avec [’Orchestre Malo
(Planisphere import '86). Kinshasa profes-
sors folkify and jazzify Zairean pop, thus
defeating soukous’s relentless professional-
ism—textures more acoustic, solos more
personal, rhythms more relaxed. Contem-
porary and traditional, catchy and sweet—
tries to improve on modernity rather than
escape from it. B+

Terry Allen & the Panhandle Mystery

Dave Alvin:

Band: Smokin the Dummy (Fate '80).
Juarez, this sculptor-painter cum singer-
songwriter’s 1975 debut, was pretentiously
half-assed mock mythopoeia; Lubbock (on
Everything), his 1979 double, was genu-
wine laugh-a-minute highbrow-lowbrow.
This time Allen’s satire is a little thinner,
and he undercuts his more sincere songs by
playing them for comedy, the only vocal
trick he knows. “Texas Tears,” “The
Night Cafe,” and “Redbird”—plus some
funny ones—are recommended to sideman
Joe Ely, whose band has always mystified
the Panhandle. B

Romeo’s Escape (Epic '87).
Alvin’s hoarse timbre, bellowing passion,
and approximate pitch call up other song-
writer front men—such dubious predeces-
sors as John Prine and Guy Clark, who at
least can claim to sound like themselves.
Nevertheless, he's a born songwriter—gui-

Phil Alvin:

Les Ambassadeurs:

tarist, too. The country demos and Blast-
ers covers hold their own. The X cover is
why he moved on. B+

Un “Sung Stories” (Slash ’86).
He loves a good lyric, and if he can’t write
them or order them up, he has only to
ransack his record collection for oldies
that are just strange enough. Mixing coun-
try blues with Cab Calloway, Peetie
Wheatstraw’s murderous  “Gangster’s
Blues” with a supremely mournful country
song called “Collins Cave,” he goes for
narrative and gets it. The arrangements
range from very spare to orchestral, and
never mind Tower of Power—Alvin goes
to Sun Ra when he wants Ellingtonia,
Dirty Dozen when he wants polyphony.
The only exception to all this smart stuff is
a perfectly OK “Daddy Rollin’ Stone.” I
hope it breaks AOR, I bet it won’t, and I
wish he didn’t have to bother. A—

Amaphisi / Uthwalofu Namakentshane:

City Shoes, Rural Blues (Kijima import
*88). Showcasing two deserving mbaganga
acts, both fond of squeezeboxes. Good.
But as an American who's listened to more
mbaganga than 99 percent of those who've
heard any at all, I shouldn’t have to strain
to distinguish between the one described as
spearheading a ‘“‘revitalization of tradi-
tional Zulu music™ and the one said to be
“zulu jive's fastest rising group.” Hint: the
latter shares a family tree with the Soul
Brothers, so bear down on the harmo-
nies. B

Les Ambassadeurs
(Rounder ’84). Though it’s billed as
“dance music from West Africa” (these
folkie labels, anything for a buck), what
you notice is more for the ears than the
feet—the emotional range of Mali tenor
Salif Keita, a far more stirring singer than
the renowned Rochereau, and the way
Kante Manfila’s guitar anchors synth here
and horns there. Gorgeous. And if you
wonder what Keita’s emoting about, read
the notes. He doesn’t much like war, pre-
fers past leaders to present, hopes the poor
man’s prayers will be answered but que
sera sera, praises not just cops but also
informers for combating the drug scourge,



Ambitious Lovers:

and passionately opposes the newfangled
practice of men marrying women older
than themselves. Oh well. A—

Arto Lindsay/Ambitions Lovers: Envy

(Editions EG ’84). Shifting abruptly from
funk to skronk to varying intensities of
Brazilian pop, this may seem scattered to
some, but I find its coherence riveting. I
suppose what holds it together is Arto’s
persona—really more a sensibility, post-
modernist humor coexisting with human-
istic lyricism, which is articulated
rhythmically but also in singing that
ranges from lock-ma crazee to wittingly
sweet and unaffected. In this context both
his fake-gibberish verbal-vocalese and his
surprisingly detailed atonal strums (not his
lyrics) sound like translations from the
Portuguese. And “Let’s Be Adult” de-
serves heavy rotation in every disco from
here to Rio. A
Greed (Virgin ’88).
Guess the title’s because this is more com-
mercial than Envy, which 1 guess Arto
called that because he was insecure about
playing funk and samba. Well, he’s not
insecure any more. With Peter Scherer
melding Brazil and the Black Rock Coali-
tion into a spectrum of astonishing bands,
he’s sitting on top of one of the sharpest,
coolest, bestest funk or samba records ever
made—funk as light and samba as pop as
the Michaels McDonald or Franks could
hope for, only all fused and fucked with.
Moments of guitar anarchy (from Vernon
Reid or Bill Frisell when chops are called
for, from Arto when Arto is) add a New
York edge to the tropico hedonism, and
there’s a consciously childlike playfulness
to Arto’s vocal technique that’s a hemi-
sphere away from the sun-dazed romantic
insouciance of his Lusophone mentors.
Which certainly isn’t to say he lacks in-
souciance—the bespectacled sometime
skronkmaster is as sexy as George Michael
when he wants to be, which on these post-
postmodern love songs he does. Wonder
what Lust will sound like. A

John Anderson: John Anderson (Warner

Bros. ’80). The songs fade on side two, but
not since Hank Williams Jr. fell off his
mountain and Gary Stewart fell off his bar-
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stool has anybody put so much vocal mus-
cle into unadorned hard stuff. Convincer:
Buddy Spicher’s fiddle break on the de-
finitive “‘She Just Started Liking Cheatin’
Songs.” B+

John Anderson: 2 (Warner Bros. '81). In

the right’s first flush of power, as Nashville
nostalgia merges revoltingly with El Lay
schlock, Anderson’s modest regard for the
verities becomes not just a virtue but a
treasure. Unlike, let us say, Eddie Rabbitt,
he knows the difference between tradition-
alism and conformism, sentiment and ba-
thos, makin’ love and makin’ out, fiddles
and strings; he has the guts to attack “the
power of the almighty dollar.” A—

John Anderson: [ Just Came Home To

Count the Memories (Warner Bros. "81).
He’s smart, he’s honest, but what makes
him a country comer is the edge on his
husky baritone, too indistinct and decora-
tive to be called a vibrato or even a burr.
His instinctively sentimental reading of
“Don’t Think Twice” establishes the limits
of baritone, smarts, and honesty all at
once, and I spent enough time pondering
whether this was worth a B plus to con-
clude that I’d have known in a jiffy if I was
as familiar with the Frizzell and Delmore
covers as I am with the Dylan. Which
should tell you what kind of B plus it’s
worth. This kind: B

John Anderson: Wild and Blue (Warner

Bros. ’82). Anderson is Ricky Skaggs with-
out Jesus—his voice lowdown rather than
angelic, his roots in the honky tonks rather
than the mountains, his album wild and
blue, a sexier way to say (and sing) high-
ways and heartaches. But his gift for bal-
lads is still a little soft, which means he
comes up a touch short on the ones you
know and can’t quite turn filler into the
staff of life. B+

John Anderson:  All the People Are Tal-

kin’ (Warner Bros. '83). Anderson’s slur
manages to suggest comedy, sex, and rock
and roll successively and sometimes simul-
taneously, and his fifth album in three
years is his finest yet—the first to surround
great hits with uniformly high-grade filler.
Or maybe it’s the first to make the filler
sound hitbound—his defiant ‘“Haunted
House” surprised Warners by stiffing
before his defiant “Black Sheep” took off.
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Suggested follow-ups: the hapfully plain-
tive “Look What Followed Me Home™
and the undefiant public service announce-
ment, “Let Somebody Else Drive.” Time:
28:40. A—
Eye of the Hurricane
(Warner Bros. '84). In which Anderson
exercises his rights as a major country star
and does nothing but show off the reason
he’s a major country star—his tonsils. As
distinguished from, say, labelmate Gary
Morris, he’s blessed not just with a great
instrument but with what'll pass for a
great natural instrument—its intensity
seems completely informal and rarely even
hints at mannerism. I prefer him a little
less doleful for sure. But I respect his
rights. B+
Greatest Hits (Warner
Bros. '84). Except maybe for Ricky
Skaggs, this folksy eccentric sings fewer
embarrassing songs than anyone in coun-
try music. Unlike Skaggs, he plays at inno-
cence rather than striving for it, which is
why there always seems to be something
comic bubbling under the eager warmth of
his voice. And as you soon learn from lyr-
ics like “Black Sheep” and “‘Swingin’,”
he’s unlike Skaggs in another way as well:
he’s not a moralistic tight-ass. A
Tokyo,  Oklahoma
(Warner Bros. '85). Anderson loves a good
lyric the way David Johansen loves a good
lyric, the way Willie Nelson loves a good
tune—and he loves a good tune, too. With
“Twelve Bar Blues” and “A Little Rock
'n’ Roll and Some Country Blues™ defeat-
ing their billing and the title tune crossing
“Fujiyama Mama™ and *‘Promised Land,”
this is the rock and roll album I was afraid
he’d never make—he’s allowed three slow
songs, especially when one is as sad as
“Down in Tennessee.” A—
Countrified (Warner
Bros. '86). What's made him the decade’s
premier country star artistically has been
his disinclination to act like one—he's
never climbed on the Nashville assembly
line like Skaggs and Strait and so many
smaller fry. Until now. He goes for
George’s intensity rather than Merle's
hang-loose, but he won’t convince you he
thought these songs were special, and

John Anderson:

John Anderson:

Laurie Anderson:

though this may mean the truth is still in
him, don’t bet on it—not after he yanked
the difficult-to-program album he’s got in
the can. And just in case country radio
isn’t mollified, he provides a gratuitous
cover of Merle’s “Fightin® Side of Me.” In
the Vietnam era jingoistic trash at least
made sense on its own neurotic terms.
Who’s he gonna beat up on in 1986?
CISPES? Alexander Cockburn? B—
Blue Skies Again (MCA
’88). First side’s generic Jawn: sunny title
tune for a new label, “‘Duet of the Polyes-
ter Poets” with a new labelmate, and a
song his wife worked on, which is the only
reason I can forgive its country wet dream
of a hook: “Every night you make my
day.” Second side’s brilliant: titles like
“His and Hers” and “Lying in Her
Arms” are taken as far as they can go.
Wonder if Jawn knows the difference
anymore. B+
10 (MCA °88). The non-
commital title says a lot—about profes-
sionalism, about product. Not so much
compromised as off his game, he kicks in
with two winners and finishes off with a
triumphant trope: “There’s a light at the
end of the tunnel / And for once it ain’t a
fast moving train.” In between he goes all
mushy about God, love, children, born-to-
losers, and the working man. B—

Big Science (Warner
Bros. '82). Like protest singers, novelty
artists put too much strain on the words.
Anderson’s performance, as they say, is
richer and subtler than Si Kahn’s or John
Prine’s. But her music is more, as they say,
minimal, which diminishes replay poten-
tial. Don’t get me wrong—she achieves
moments of humor so exquisite (timing
and timbre of the pilot’s chuckles on
“From the Air,” for instance) that I just
have to hear them again, and when 1 do |
enjoy the rest. But while Anderson's alien-
ated patriotic (and romantic) affection is
clearly her own invention, it’s just as
clearly a variant on your basic boho
Americanism (and sexuality)—a variant
that adds only a voice, not words, by
which I mean ideas. Richard Pryor she
ain’t. A—
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Laurie Anderson: Mister Heartbreak

{Warner Bros. '84). It should come as no
surprise that art-rock is what this art-
world heroine is up to, at least on record.
And though for sheer wordcraft I'll still
take Dave Alvin or August Darnell, as art-
rock lyricists go she’s top-class—compare
Fripp & Co., or collaborator Peter Ga-
briel. Given how often art-rock projects
are sunk by literary malfeasance, not to
mention Anderson’s fundamentally verbal
shtick, she’d better be. And given how
often art-rock projects are sunk by silly
music, it’s a good thing too that this puta-
tive violinist-composer has accrued so
much studiocraft, utilizing sometime co-
producer Bill Laswell not so much to pin
down a groove as to perfect the kind of
coloristic electronic effects semiexperimen-
talists like to fool around with. As a result,
the aural content is as suggestive as the
lyrics, with a sensuality and sonic panache
Anderson the narrator has no trouble liv-
ing up to. For art-rock, rich stuff. A—
United States Live
(Warner Bros. '84). Taking a deep breath,
I dutifully put on side one the moment the
box arrived and to my surprise raced
through the rest almost consecutively.
Then I was able to jump around—which I
have, just about daily, ever since. This is
partly a function of sheer quantity—hard
to get tired of four-and-a-half hours of
fairly good anything very fast. Maybe after
playing all ten sides five times minimum I
should have a favorite, and it’s true a few
jokes have paled. But even though the live
set is more conceptual comedy a la Big
Science than rockish breakthrough like
Mister Heartbreak, the composer-turned-
performance-artist’s three years as a nomi-
nal pop star have done something for her.
Words carry this aural document, but min-
imal (if not minimalist) accompaniment
and arrangement (and of course perform-
ance) assure that their movement is always
musical. And if the meanings could be
more pointed, Anderson is hardly the first
major artist to leave the driving to us. A
Home of the Brave
(Warner Bros. ’86). Multimedia ain’t om-
nimedia, and if she ever gets to do a movie
again I hope she hires Jonathan Demme or
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at least Julien Temple. A credible groove
ain’t a compelling groove, and I’'m inclined
to blame the auteur rather than Nile Rodg-
ers, Jimmy Bralower, or even Adrian
Belew. But this soundtrack establishes her
as a dynamite entertainer nevertheless.
Her timing and intonation are so slick that
even when she says something strange you
catch yourself taking it for granted. Most
of her material is perfectly comprehensible
to anybody with a working knowledge of
lower Manhattan. And if you're thinking
this is faint praise, stop condescending—
she’s got more to say than 98 percent of the
plodders, stumblers, and lurchers whose
chief aim in life is keeping their avant-
garde credentials in order. A—

Laurie Anderson: Strange  Angels

(Warner Bros. '89). Anderson feels power-
less, a speck of dust at the speed of light,
and these are the bleakest songs she’s ever
written. Positing progress as the force that
prevents history from righting itself, she
looks the death of nature in its prosthetic
eye and sees the devil coming a lot sooner
than, for instance, equal pay for women,
which she calculates is due along about
3888. But she also feels connected to the
pop firmament, often constructing her lyr-
ics like a human sampler, and this is her
most mellifiuous music ever. She’s taken
voice lessons to match the tunes she’s writ-
ing, and hired sidepeople—notably Grace-
land bassist Bakithi Khumalo, whose
fretless flow unifies the four lithest
tracks—who she knows will add a savvy,
sensual sheen to her most cerebral con-
structs. Some find these pop moves a mark
of compromise; I find them pleasingly
complex. A soothing glimpse of the end of
the world. A

The Angry Samoans: Inside My Brain

(Bad Trip EP ’80). Like so many of their
coscenemakers, these dorks cultivate race
and sex shock; one of them has had unkind
words for his “adopted Jew parents,” and
the band’s abuse of a ‘“pathetic male
queer” is now on record. But these six fore-
shortened songs, self-destructing in under
ten minutes total, sum up the only hard-
core punks to put the social distortion they
yell about on the map. Sure a lot of what’s
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inside their brains started somewhere else,
but that’s where it ended up, and by cop-
ping to their part—even their “new gener-
ation” anthem-if-you-want-to-call-it-that
is called “Right Side of My Brain”—they
give themselves a shot at beating it, by
whatever means necessary. They’re solip-
sistic enough to claim the gone girlfriend
in “You Stupid Asshole” no longer exists,
and fair enough to add that they're stupid
assholes themselves. And they insult Rod-
ney Bingenheimer, which must be why
skinheads think they go too far. If Carly
Simon can make great rock and roll, why
not them? A
Back From Samoa
(Bad Trip EP '82). An LP in format and
perceived weight, a seventeen-minute EP
in real-time length, this is the most offen-
sive record I've ever liked, and damn near
perfect if superannuated hardcore with
metal hooks could be your meat. Todd
Homer is good enough to half convince me
he’s as demented as he sounds, and 1 don’t
mean in a cute way—I pity anyone (espe-
cially any female) who has to treat him like
a human. “They Saved Hitler’s Cock™ is
the most brutal and ludicrous of these
fourteen frags, “‘Homo-sexual” (“I'm like
you™) and “Ballad of Jerry Curlan”
(“drinks toilet water takes it up the ass
butt-fucks his dog™) the scariest. All of 'em
are catchy. And almost every one gives me
a laugh. A
Yesterday Started
Tomorrow (PVC EP ’87). In which they
snarl as hookily as ever through a pop
phase signaled by an average song length
of 2:02 and the occasional appearance of
the word “love” (as in ‘“‘Somebody To
Love,” which you know is a cover only
when you check the credits). Mental
illness per se, sometimes caused by
lost *“‘love,” is now their explicit sub-
ject, to such an extent that though inward-
ness was their great virtue in hardcore’s
haleyon days, here I could stand a little
unwonted aggression. Maturity strikes
again. B+
Gimme Samoa: 31 Gar-
bage-Pit Hits (PVC CD ’87). There’s
something  heart-warmingly  perverse
about turning these proud piggos into yup-
pie fodder, and after all, how many other

Angry Samoans:
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major '80s bands could fit their entire re-
corded output onto one pricy piece of plas-
tic-coated aluminum five inches in
diameter? Including even a few outtakes—
the same ones that pad PVC’s rerelease of
Inside My Brain into something collectors
might respring for, and I must admit
they’re growing on me. Some disparage the
Samoans as incipient Dead Milkmen,
which isn’t such a terrible insult and also
misses how disturbing they were—Rodney
Bingenheimer wasn’t their only enemy. In
fact, maybe they still are disturbing—
maybe that analysis is a pornography-is-
boring move, an attempt to trivialize the
threatening. Always a reluctant fan, I find
that their bad attitudes reinforce each
other played back to back in this format:
hard, catchy, unashamed straight-teen-
male hostility so funny that there’s no
denying the educational value of its self-
knowledge, though maybe more for ob-
servers than participants. In very short, a
punk touchstone. A
STP Not LSD (PVC
*88). Their material is still pretty surefire,
but it's also pretty scattershot, because in
1988 they’re reduced to a joke band—
there's no scene worth outraging any
more, as the bands that try it prove. Better
folk-rock acid casualties and recycled re-
cycled Sabbath than B.A.L.L. parodying
Bangla Desh or Rapeman beating some-
body else’s meat. B+

Angst (Happy Squid EP '83). No,
not San Francisco’s answer to Bauhaus—
just forthrightly country-tinged postpunk
songs about astronauts, kicking heroin,
sucking the president’s cock, and other
sensible subjects. B
Lite Life (SST '85). These three
guys are smart enough to know they have
a problem—they can’t sing. They’re also
smart enough not to let that stop them.
After declining the Most Inappropriate
Cowpunk Band Name Lariat Twirl and
qualifying for the Eklekticism Rools Speed
Trials, they enter the Music Machine Me-
morial Songwriting Contest and do all
right—you'd swear “‘Just To Please You”
(or was it “Never Going To Apologize™?)
was the track that caught you humming on
Pebbles VI. B
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Adam Ant: Friend or Foe (Epic 82). Tele-

scoping into a year and a half the kind of
career that used to take a decade, Adam
fires his group, hires some horns, and tops
off his meretricious, confidently catchy hit
debut and his meretricious, arrogantly
bombastic flop follow-up with some rumi-
nations on life’s little ups and downs. The
first surprise is that four of these are arro-
gantly catchy. The second surprise is that
all four dwell—allusively in the title
tune—on Adam’s status as victim-of-the-
press, a theme that was death to rock and
roll in a less self-conscious age. Still has
trouble with real life, though, which is
probably why the rest bombs. B—

Anthrax: I'm the Man (Island EP ’87).

Title tune’s supposed to be the great Beast-
ies rip, and it is, though the jokes wear thin
pretty quick. Band’s supposed to be smart
metal, which given their Queens roots and
“Hava Negillah” rip probably just means
they’re Jewish. B—

Anti-Choc:  Anti-Choc (Stern’s Africa im-

port ’88). Though the latest Zaiko Langa
Langa spin-off is advertised as roughing up
slow old-fashioned rumba and hyping up
fast newfangled kwassa kwassa, I find the
trad harmonies homy and the quick-fin-
gered picking hypnotic. Soothing at any
speed. Also danceable. B+

Anti-Nowhere
League (Faulty Products EP °82). “And I
drunk that / And I drunk this / And 1
spewed up on a pint of piss / So what?”
barely suggests the delicious flavor of the
cheerful, scabrous, utterly lumpish
banned-in-Britain B side to their laff-riot
remake of Ralph McTell’s ““Streets of Lon-
don.” Unfortunately, the U.S. release is
extended half to death by heavy-punk

originals yclept “I hate . . . People’” and
“Let’s Break the Law.” Be grateful they
got lucky twice. B+

Any Trouble: Where Are All Nice Girls?

(Stiff ’80). In which Clive Gregson at-
tempts to answer the burning new-wave
question: what would Elvis Costello be like
if he weren’t an obscurantist? And con-
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vinces no one that Joe Jackson is the right
answer. C+

Apollonia 6:  Apollonia 6 (Warner Bros.

’84). In which our heroine fucks the princi-
pal, opens up for her pretty boy, sings quite
a bit, and talks cute rather than dirty. The
tracks are more than serviceable Starr
Company issue; the formula is less than
kicky shock. B—

Joey Arias:  Arias on Holiday (Flaming

Pie EP '87). Billie Holiday impressions—
including Madonna’s “Holiday”’—by a
flaming Ann Magnuson crony, and guess
what: they don’t come off campy. If the
very idea makes male heterosexual jazz
fans vomit, they've got their own bag. B

Joan Armatrading: Me Myself I (A&M

’80). The perennially unclassifiable Lon-
don West Indian meets Instant Records’
Barry Gottehrer for her punchiest and
most attractive album—she even comes
close to laughing a couple of times. The
title tune is to narcissism as “Brown
Sugar” is to racism—she doesn’t prettify
it, but she doesn’t forswear its pleasures,
either. Suggesting to this white male
heterosexual that unclassifiable may be a
polite way to say unreachable—and that
unreachable may be why even songs as
well-realized as these wouldn’t take that
extra pop leap if Gottehrer weren’t motor-
vating them. B+

Joan Armatrading: Walk Under Ladders

(A&M ’81). Where Barry Gottehrer is at-
tracted to Blondie and the Go-Go’s, Steve
Lillywhite’s meal tickets are U2 and the
Psychedelic Furs. And in a singer-song-
writer whose large voice creates a grandi-
ose impression that does less than nothing
for her terse habits of speech, the switch
from one to the other is the wrong kind of
big deal. B—

Joan Armatrading: The Key (A&M ’83).

Folkies manqué to the contrary, it’s not
hard rock she’s unsuited for, a point she
drives home on the side-openers, which are
as nasty as this album gets both musically
and emotionally, and also as rousing.
What she’s unsuited for is pop—the way
Steve Lillywhite’s hooks lockstep with her
alto singsong on “The Key,” “Drop the
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Pilot,” and “The Game of Love” makes
the friendly sentiments expressed therein
seem mechanical. And since she’s always
been a tough broad, maybe they are. B
Track Record (A&M
*83). This convenient best-of goes light on
her best and biggest album, Me Myself I,
dividing neatly between Steve Lillywhite
new wave, which means the drums are
loud, and Glyn Johns rock, which means
she gets to be loud under her own power.
She’s a little long-winded, but that’s
mostly because she puts so much thought
into her relationships, which in turn is be-
cause she puts so much feeling into them;
this is one of those rare pop stars who's
invariably serious but never pompous,
which is why she isn’t a bigger star. The
best-of format puts her seriousness in mu-
sical perspective—makes it seem almost
beautiful sometimes. A—
The Shouting Stage
(A&M ’88). Some faithful decry the bows
to pop fashion from lounge to CHR, others
hear her fulfilling her destiny. Haven't her
fans learned after all these years that
beyond raw tunecraft her music is irrele-
vant? With that proud, brawny voice, she’s
incapable of pop ingratiation—anything
she does is her, and most folks are always
gonna think she’s weird. P.S.: This time
the tunecraft’s about average. B

I (Atlan-
tic '83). Funk vocals are so cartoon-defined
you'd figure the bassist to end up with the
real band after the split. But it must have
been Arrington’s parts of Slave’s collective
compositions that made them stick. Here
he proposes nothing less than to modulate
the nasalities, glottal constrictions, and
Mel Blanc raunch of Ohio playing into an
emotionally integrated—soulful, as the ex-
pression goes—singing style. Funnier lyr-
ics would make this task easier. Likewise
funnier bass parts. B+
Positive
Power (Atlantic '84). Arrington’s bass
does pop now, but whether you really get
his funk depends on how well you connect
with the way he turns the style’s loony-
toon vocals into pear-shaped tones. Me, 1
jump only for the synthesized-kalimba
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hook of *“Young and Ready,” and he
chants that one. B
Dancin’ in the Key of
Life (Atlantic *85). Unless you count Amy
Grant, pop doesn’t get more explicitly
Christian—not only does the back cover
thank Jesus Christ rather than the usual
God, but the record invites us to convert.
Granted, Arrington’s a Jesse Jackson-type
Christian—remembers that petroleum is
still a finite resource, takes pains to ac-
knowledge the right to choose in a song
where the abortion isn’t done. But his
positivity theology doesn’t sell the music
any more than some other ideology would.
The music sells the theology, and aug-
ments it: for the first time he’s making like
a songwriter, designing hooks for his vital
rhythms and mellifluous vocal cartoons.
The title track lives up to its dreams of
Stevie, both songs about babies are choice,
and it all comes together with the goofy yet
spiritual scat coda to “Stand With Me”
(which means stand up for Jesus, chil-
dren). A—
The Jammin’ National
Anthem (Atlantic '86). Here we come up
against the perils of Christianity as a politi-
cal matrix in black music (and life). I don’t
doubt the goodness of Arrington’s heart
any more than I do his Stevie-cum-Bootsy
vocal and rhythmic dexterity. But last time
he was brimming with charity and full of
fun, where now the anxiety that besets
anyone who sticks to “old-fashioned” val-
ues in a time of upheaval erodes his toler-
ance. So he sounds a little frightened—of
gays, of teen violence, of a “‘new age” that
won’t look like his dreams no matter how
many anthems he writes. He misses Mar-
tin Luther King a lot. So do we all. B

Artists United Against Apartheid: Sun

City (Manhattan '85). Each side closes
with a well-meaning failure: “‘Revolution-
ary Situation™’s collage of indistinct
South African voices over Keith LeBlanc
humdrum is an object lesson in political
correctness that might have made a col-
lectible B, and Bono’s country blues is sim-
ply ignorant. And now, with my sorehead
credentials in order, I'll add that Gil Scott-
Heron’s superrap is as astute and moving
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rhythmically as it is ideologically and that
Peter Gabriel’s largely instrumental “No
More Apartheid” is a worthy successor to
“Biko.” What’s more, each side begins
with the title tune, which can grow on you
in a big way, although I don’t think its
failure to break pop is cause for special
indignation—had the programmers coop-
erated, it would have been a case of politics
(and hype) overcoming musical taste as
much as the opposite. So it goes. As a cul-
tural materialist, I admire Little Steven’s
strategy anyway—with his medium-satu-
ration outreach, he’s preaching to potential
faithful, which is always the idea. Some-
times raising consciousness does as much
good as raising money. Which can be for-
warded to the Africa Fund, 198 Broad-
way, NYC 10038. A

(Who’s Afraid of?)
The Art of Noise (Island '84). There’s no
denying that this concatenation of musi-
cal-instrument imitations and collapsing
new sound effects generates considerable
episodic interest and the occasional
groove. But only “Close (To the Edit)”
sustains much jam, and “Beat Box” goes
on so long it ends up insulting the memory
of “Rapture” and Duck Rock both.
What some people won’t dance to now-
adays. B

The Art of Noise: In Visible Silence

(Chrysalis *86). Not only do they sacrifice
meaning to sensation, they happily exploit
ersatz meaning as a sensation-heightening
device. So fine, don’t trust them. Only
since when is music supposed to be trust-
worthy? Just note that deprived of genius
Trevor Horn these mad studio pros have to
go with what they know, subjecting their
sound-effects music to hook and beat when
no grandiose electronic joke comes to
mind. And good—not since the glory days
of the Penguin Cafe have instrumentalists
confounded the arty and the trivial and
had fun at the same time. A—
In No Sense? Non-
sense! (Chrysalis '87). First dislocated
electrohop, then zap-pow disco, now
shards of soundtrack—genteel yodels and
heavenly choruses and string quartets,
“Crusoe” and “A Day at the Races” and
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“Dragnet” (the “real” one). And for their
next trick, postmodernist Muzak so funny
you'll forget to laugh. B—

Ashford & Simpson: A Musical Affair

(Warner Bros. ’80). “Love Don’t Make It
Right,” the big (black-radio) hit, is
A-grade filler, just like “I Ain’t Asking for
Your Love”: moderately catchy, moder-
ately wise. “Happy Endings,” the follow-
up, is filler filler, just like the follow-up
follow-up “Get Out Your Handkerchief”:
token ironies aside, both titles are self-ex-
planatory. “We’ll Meet Again” is their as-
sault on Broadway. C+

Ashford & Simpson:  Solid (Capitol ’84).

Hooked by their most confident and at-
tractive single since 1978’s “Is It Still
Good to Ya’ (and maybe since whenever),
this never rises nearly so high again, but
the nontitle side especially is a return to
the consistency of So So Satisfied and Stay
Free. Which is to say that these world-
class songwriters have made themselves
another groove album. But not to suggest
the pertinent contradiction: the groove is a
flow, the flow hips and hops. B+

Ashford & Simpson: Real Love (Capitol

’86). If I gave points for attitude, I'd up
this a notch for fidelity to formula: Nick
and Val wrote it, Nick and Val sang it,
Nick and Val produced it, and they hope
you like it too, Mr. Crossover Gatekeeper.
But not even “Nobody Walks in L.A.,”
which makes good on its title but is too
quirky and local for a single, takes it on
home. So while they go four for eight over-
all—one-two-three on the first side, lead
cut on the second—only their many fans
will care. B

Perfect Lives (Private
Parts): The Bar (Lovely ’80). Ashley’s
previous recorded excursion into pulse-
plus-words quasi-rock was appealingly
hypnotic, but I thought it inauspicious that
when I heard and saw this piece live early
in 1980 I had a hard time staying awake.
No such omens with the album, which is
like a state-of-the-art update of the Vel-
vets’ “Murder Mystery.” One improve-
ment is that you can follow the words,
which offer both hook phrases (“We don’t
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serve fine wines in half-pints buddy”) and
literary satisfaction (dialogue/confronta-
tion between white common-sense-materi-
alist bartender and black cocktail pianist
of mystical mien). Also gratifying is the
ironic poppish context Ashley finds for the
avant-MOR blandouts of such Soho lumi-
naries as producer-arranger Peter Gordon
and keyboardist-arranger “Blue” Gene
Tyranny. Time: 27:51. A

Asia (Geffen ’82). The art-rock For-
eigner is a find—rare that a big new group
is bad enough to sink your teeth into any
more. John Wetton and Steve Howe added
excitement to contexts as pretentious as
King Crimson and Yes, but this is just
pompous—schlock in the grand manner,
with synthesizers John Williams would
love. And after listening to two lyrics
about why they like their girlfriends, three
about “surviving,” and four about why
they don’t like their girlfriends, I'm ready
for brain salad surgery. Inspirational
Verse: “*So many lines/ You’ve heard them
all/A lie in every one/From men who
never understand your personality.” C—

Whenever You Need Sone-
body (RCA °’87). Launching his career
with seed money from Thatcher’s Enter-
prise Allowance Scheme, Astley graduated
from singer-bandleader to tape op and tea
boy at Stock Aitken Waterman, where he
ripened for a year before donning a full set
of SAW hooks and emerging as beefcake
juicier than Adam Faith, Marty Wilde, or
Johnny Wadd. And that’s according to the
notes—it’s the image he wants to project.
Musically he’s a throwback to such long-
forgotten rockaballad singers as Don
Rondo, with more muscle and less sweet-
ness or swing. Blame him on Northern
Soul, its attraction to Afro-America finally
revealed as I-am-somebody for nobodies
with a master plan. D+

Live and Direct (Mango ’84).
These black Brits’ considerable commer-
cial success in their non-Ethiopian home-
land guarantees no more than any other
band’s commercial success; though they're
avowedly more roots, their songs for lovers
(““Your Recipe”) and rhythmic extensions

Aswad:
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(**‘Soca Rumba”) are as serviceably undis-
tinguished as those of Third World, a com-
mercially successful band indeed. And I'm
sure they could have made their U.S. intro-
ductions more winningly than with a
year’s dub album followed by a live job.
Inspirational Intro: “You know what live
and direct mean? It mean live and
direct.” C+
Crucial Tracks (Mango '89).
Where their opposite numbers in Steel
Pulse yoke reggae militance to rock ag-
gression, they soften reggae hope with pop
salesmanship. Singing sweeter and smar-
mier than Gregory Isaacs if not Billy
Ocean, Brinsley Forde doesn’t lend much
force to lyrics like “Set Them Free” and
“Back to Africa.” Nor does their obvious
eagerness to insert cutesy hooks do much
for their aura of righteousness. Like so
many black pop best-ofs, this one show-
cases beautiful music—I dig their dabs
of dub. But if Lionel Richie came up
with a liberal lie on the order of “Give
a Little Love”—"Only we can make it
better / Only if we try”—reggae fans
would cry Babylon from here to Nostrand
Avenue. B—

Don’t Walk Away
(Island '82). Was (Not Was) repay Atkin-
son for his vocal chores by producing a
solo debut, and spare us D. Was’s bug-
eyed late-capitalist existential cynicism in
the bargain. Trouper that he is, Atkinson
will sing any nonsense they hand him, but
he obviously finds his truth in Dionne
Warwick, the Tymes, General Johnson,
and Eddie Rabbitt, and I'll go along with
that. Meanwhile, the Was Bros. have
learned enough about Linn drums to pro-
vide the kind of bug-eyed late-capitalist ex-
istential displacement that lends realism to
orders like “dig deep, don’t be nice” and
“dance or die.” A—

Attack of the Killer B’s (Warner Bros. '83).

Non-LP B sides are odd tracks out by def-
inition, and while most of these would
blend attractively if unobtrusively into al-
bums by their respective auteurs, their
proximity is strictly packaging. It’s reveal-
ing that compiler Bob Merlis has stretched
his concept around four ringers, including



the German version of “Shock the Mon-
key,” which opens side two for the excel-
lent reason that unlike most of its fellow
prisoners it’s got a killer hook. Not that
any rock-and-roller won’t want to hear the
Marshall Crenshaw and Gang of Four and
T-Bone Burnett rarities included, and that
collectors won’t covet the rest. But I
thought collectors already had them. B

Attitude: Pump the Nation (Atlantic *83).

Produced by the System, a/k/a Mic Mur-
phy and David Frank, they got the juice—
all three of these young people possess
more mellifluous voices than Murphy, and
more singing technique as well. But they
don’t have as much personality—Mur-
phy’s synth-compatible vocal style is far
more idiosyncratic and engaging than their
postsoulfulness. And in the great artist-
producer tradition, Murphy & Frank give
up two great conceits for the singles and
save the rest for themselves. B

Au Pairs:  Playing with a Different Sex

(Human import ’81). For months I strug-
gled to get with the commendable post-
punk feminism and accessible quasifunk
rock and roll of this gender-balanced quar-
tet, and for months I failed. Only in person
did I notice that gender symbol Lesley
Woods had about as much to say now as
Grace Slick did in 1967—more than you’d
predict and less than you'd hope—and
that on the whole they sounded like a
bored Gang of Four. Dozed off during the
climactic “It’s Obvious.” Which I found
rousing anyway. Ditto for the album when
I got home. B+

Au Pairs:  Sense and Sensuality (Road-

runner import '82). The renown of this
sorry punk-funk gone pop-jazz is as de-
pressing as anything in the annals of An-
glophilia. Lesley Woods’s line on free love
is as priggish as the rest of her leftism and
her separate-but-equal rhythm section
couldn’t make the earth move if one of
them played tractor. Don’t blame me for
the metaphor, either—it’s Lesley’s, by way
of famed protofeminist E. Hemingway,
which proves that she’s either open-
minded or just plain dumb. Not since the
Stranglers has a Brit group sexed it up so
unconvincingly. C
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Avengers: Avengers (CD "83). These four-

teen cuts constitute the recorded output of
a late-’70s San Fran punk band best re-
membered for “We Are the One,” the fin-
est U.S. indie single of 1977, and a 1979
Steve Jones—-produced EP. The notes extol
their “‘breakthrough—however brief—
into a vision of life expressing firsthand
passion and revolt,” but to me Penelope
Houston sounds like a valley girl with too
much attitude. If her “We are not Jesus
(Christ!) / We are not fascist (pigs!) / We
are not capitalist (industrialists!) / We are
not communists” confounded cant on the
single, over the long haul her antipolitical
railing, lapsed-Catholic obsessions, and as-
sertions of self-sufficiency protest too
much. And I wish she knew she was sing-
ing flat. B

Aztec Camera: High Land, Hard Rain

(Sire ’83). At first I did the obvious thing
and pigeonholed this as high-grade pop—
richer and truer than Haircut 100 or even
the dB’s or the Bongos and ultimately
feckless anyhow. Now I think it’s more
like U2 with songs (which is all U2 needs).
For sheer composition—not just good
tunes, but good tunes that swoop and
chime and give you goosebumps—Roddy
Frame’s only current competition is Mar-
shall Crenshaw, and unlike Crenshaw he
never makes you smell retro. His word-
craft is worthy of someone who admires
Keats, his wordplay worthy of someone
admired by Elvis C.; he sings and arranges
with a rousing lyricism that melds mili-
tance and the love of life. These are songs
in which sweet retreat can’t be permanent,
in which idealism is buffeted but un-
bowed—songs of that rare kind of inno-
cence that has survived hard experience.
So far, anyway—Frame is still very young.
How unusual it is these days for youth to
add resonance to what used to be teen
music. Original grade: A. A—

Aztec Camera:  Oblivious (Sire EP ’83).

Remixing the signature cut from their best
(first) album and adding three old B sides
that beat the filler off its Knopflerized fol-
low-up, this is cultbound nevertheless: too
slight and loose for anybody but converts
and mamas to love, or buy. Cf. their new
B side, “Jump,” which is slight and loose
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for the ages—Roddy Frame's loaded
Eddie Van Halen parody is one of the great
art statements in the history of inept gui-
tar. If only some ombudsman at Warners
would tack it on here. B

Aztec Camera: Knife (Sire '84). Given the

putrefaction potential of the straightfor-
wardly literary romanticism Roddy
Frame affects, it’s amazing he did so bril-
liantly with it even once. In fact, it’s
fairly amazing that second time out he
gets away with it three songs’ worth—
three songs whose verbal lyricism sharp-
ens the consistently winsome music,
which is the kind of unlikely feat critics
expect of straightforwardly literary types.
Silly though it seems, Frame may be right
to worry that his youth is passing at

twenty-one, unless you want to blame the
five merely winsome songs on producer
Mark Knopfler, who probably thought
“Here lies the essence of my peers” a
deep line and certainly cheered “Knife”
on to nine minutes. B+

Aztec Camera: Love (Sire '87). Not only is

this Roddy Frame’s solo debut in disguise,
it’s the worst kind of solo debut, replete
with electronic everything and hacks/pros
like Marcus Miller and Tommy LiPuma.
Yet even after three straight slow ones on
side two, the kid is putting over his own
style of hit-factory romance the way he
once put over his own style of schoolboy
verse. The voice still gives off that sincere
ache. And strummed or picked, the guitar
lifts off every time. A—
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Eric B. & Rakim: Paid in Full (4th &

B’way '87). Rakim raps quick and clean
and almost quiet about the business at
hand, which is moving the crowd. Eric B.’s
grooves approach a classic swing on noth-
ing but scratch and sampled percussion,
with touches of horn or whistle deep in
the mix. If you spent your life listening to
people brag, sometimes without opening
their mouths, you’d overrate the new
crew too. B
Follow the Leader
(Uni ’88). Ahh, sampling—it’ll turn a
minimalist into a melodist every time. If
like me you’ve found their Brownian mo-
tion grooveful but a touch austere, maybe
you’ll get hooked by the obscure Arabian-
nights snatches (first a snatch of the
snatch, then finally completion), or the
girls (speeded-up guys?) singing (this can’t
be—beatmasters please advise) “You’re so
stupid, you're so rough.” Or the sym-
phonic intro. Or maybe Rakim's ever-in-
creasing words-per-minute ratio—the man
loves language like a young Bob D. Beat-
master’s P.S.: It’s the fucking Eagles,
speeded up, singing “You're so smooth,
the world’s so rough.” A—

Tender Lover (Solar ’89).
Though Teddy Riley got the credit, the
streetwise sweets of new-jack love man
Bobby Brown were mostly this producer’s
doing, and for his star turn he dispenses
with the new jack—comes packaged as the
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title concept, with no prerogatives and not
too many fast ones to spoil the fantasy. I
mean, after he gets home from work, fan-
tasy enough in the age of structural unem-
ployment, he promises to cook dinner
too. This would have serious attractions
as a corrective to the sexist fantasies of
hip hop if there was any reason to think
neo-B-boys would listen. But it’s my
guess they’ll just take “Whip Appeal” lit-
erally and figure the guy for a bondage
freak. B

Back to the Beach (Columbia '87). Stevie Ray

Vaughan’s “Pipeline”™? Herbie Hancock’s
“Wipe Out”? Dave Edmunds’s “Wooly
Bully”’? Pee-wee Herman'’s “*Surfin’ Bird™*?
This soundtrack opens up undreamed vis-
tas of recontextualization, then shuts them
down. Unlike Los Lobos claiming Ritchie
Valens, the participants find no deep cul-
tural resonance in the ancient texts, and
unlike French, Frith, Kaiser & Thompson
romping over “Surfin’ U.S.A.,” they get no
kick out of destroying them, either. All
they manage is trademarked moderniza-
tions consonant with the CHR fodder
Mark Goldenberg shovels Aimee Mann
and executive culprit David Kahne pours
all over Marti Jones. The only winning
cuts—and by me this includes even Pee-
wee’s—come from dodos too simple to aim
for anything harder than fun fun fun:
Eddie Money, Frankie Avalon, and An-
nette Funicello. C+
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Bad Brains: Bad Brains (ROIR cassette

*82). Turn a fusion band into hardcore pro-
pheteers and you end up with fast heavy
metal. The best kind for damn sure, espe-
cially since they turn their rage into Posi-
tive Mental Attitude. I like it fine. But
great punks give up more than a salubrious
blur. [Later on Relativity.] B+

Bad Brains:  Rock for Light (PVC °83).

Mediocre hardcore you can ignore, espe-
cially if you live in an area where they dig
up the street a lot; hardcore of a certain
quality you love or hate. More than ex-
fusioneer Dr. Know on “gits,” it's the dis-
tinctive if not exactly authoritative
blackboard-screechy *“throat™ of H.R. that
provides the quality here, and I like it, kind
of. Though this repeats five tunes from
their ROIR cassette, it’s definitive by vir-
tue of its Ric Ocasek production and vinyl
audio. You know what to do. B+

Bad Brains: [ Against I (SST ’84). As a

reggae band, they were a hardcore band
with a change-up; as a metal band, they’re
a hardcore band with a great windup and
no follow-through. The small problem is
H.R.’s lyrics, which he’s still smart enough
to blur with the speed and attitude that
make the lead and title cut their strongest
song since “Pay to Cum.” The big problem
is Dr. Know, who’s got a hundred Hendrix
moves and no killer riffs. B—

Bad Brains:  Quickness (Caroline ’89). For

H.R. this precedent-setting band has de-
volved into a money gig—he feels more
comfortable juicing his Afro-universalist
utterances with the reggae-inflected world-
rock of his solo records and his alternate
group Human Rights. And though the title
tune claims to jam the disco with acid rock
and hardcore rather than hip hop/go go/
bebop, the shit sure sounds like metal to
me. Sure sounds like Dr. Know, too—on
his own H.R. is only a bore, but in this
context his male chauvinist arrogance
comes through loud if not clear. C+

Bad Company: 10 From 6 (Atlantic ’85).

Recollected in a best-of’s serviceably tune-
ful tranquility, their gut-crunch is smarter
and more laid-back than anyone cares to
notice, its deterioration less striking than
its formal fortitude. Their tales of priapism

Bad Religion:

and peripatesis avoid posture because they
are posture, lean and mean as a clean ma-
chine. Would all “*hard rock™ were so aus-
tere. Pure as punk, in their way. B+

Bad Religion:  How Could Hell Be Any

Worse? (Epitaph '82). Greg Griffin’s vo-
cals fall into a naturally musical off-key
drone that make him sound at times like a
mullah in mourning, which is appropri-
ate—he’s not as arrogant about his nihil-
ism as most hardcore kids. On the other
hand, he's not as funny about it as the best
ones, either. B

Bad Religion:  Into the Future (Epitaph

'83). Like a less musicianly version of the
departed TSOL, this promising L.A. hard-
core outfit has moved on to slower-tempo,
organ-drenched hard rock that resembles
nothing so much as late Hawkwind. Some
may call it caterwaul, but I find myself
moved by its anthemic ambition—and
achievement. Conceptual clincher: the
way they surround the dystopian-gothic
tales and images—the kind of stuff that
comes naturally to committed teenagers
who know they’re growing up but don’t
know they like it—with “It's Only
Over . . .” and *. . . When You Give
Up.” A—

Bad Religion:  Suffer (Epitaph ’88). This

comeback is hailed as a hardcore mile-
stone, probably because it's coherent.
Relatively sane as their bitter analysis is—
and I mean relative to both hardcore de-
spair and mainstream complacency—it
sounds a little pat. As if they're already a
little slow for speedrock and don’t want to
upset the apple cart. B
No Conviction (Epitaph
’89). Like a good rapper, Greg Graffin is
once again singing his own tune—no mat-
ter how the three chords play themselves
out on the (probably nonexistent, but
never mind) lead sheet, the natural drone
of his voice adds a music of its own. And
he’s still finding naive new truths in disillu-
sioned hardcore truisms. “Culture was the
seed of proliferation but it has gotten
melded into an inharmonic whole” is bad
writing; so’s “Prescience was not lacking
and the present was not all.” Yet propelled
by the drone and the three chords, they
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clobber you with the life-probe that’s al-
ways been rock and roll’s secret, excuse, or
reason for being. B+

Chinese Wall (Columbia
’84). Pretty convoluted: great falsetto of
great drummer-led black pop band seeks
solo identity, turns for production aid (and
duet on single) to drummer who’s led great
(i.e., best-selling) white art-rock band back
into money by ripping off (appropriating?)
black rhythms and vocals. Funny thing is:
though Phil Collins plays a little louder
than Maurice White, he’s got almost as
many chops and may even sing better.
Even at that, for Vegas-gone-to-heaven I'll
take Earth, Wind & Fire over Phil & Phil.
But I'll certainly take Phil & Phil over
Genesis for lush/sensuous/zippy sound-
track. B+

The Songstress (Beverly
Glen ’83). In a time when the only black
people with the guts to go for the soul are
Mississippi recidivists and moldy oldies,
this L.A. sophisticate has the audacity to
pretend she can make pop music out of the
shit. The violin and woodwind touches
hark back to when soul had something to
sell out with, the jazzy guitar comps look
forward to when it’ll storm the big rooms,
the funky bottom bespeaks commitment,
the hooky songwriting bespeaks smarts,
and the voice sings. B+

Anita Baker: Rapture (Elektra *86). Hav-

ing listened far more than natural inclina-
tion dictated, I've become actively
annoyed with this vocal watershed. From
its strong lounge-jazz beat to its conscious
avoidance of distracting lyrical detail, it’s
all husky, burnished mood, the fulfillment
of the quiet-storm format black radio de-
vised to lure staider customers away from
white-bread temptations like soft rock and
easy listening. God knows it’s more soul-
ful, and sexier, too, but that’s all it is—a
reification of the human voice as vehicle of
an expression purer than expression ever
ought to be. B—

Anita Baker: Giving You the Best That I

Got (Elektra ’88). Where five years ago
Baker was a soul singer who honored the
traditional soul audience’s lounge lean-

Marcia Ball:
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ings, now she’s an arena-lounge singer
manufacturing generalized intimacy for
26-t0-45s. Rid of funky minor-label pro-
ducer-songwriter Patrick Moten, she com-
posed two tracks for Rapture and worked
on a third. Here she’s down to two collabo-
rations as the credits edge toward El
Lay—if Britten-Lyle and the Perris have
anted up, can Carole Bayer Sager and Toto
be far behind? She’s not a total loss yet—
despite the universal lyrics and inflated
choruses, three tracks make something of
her established standards. But unless she
suffers reverses I wouldn’t wish on Frank
Sinatra, she’ll never risk an interesting
album again. C+

Soulful Dress (Rounder
’84). Most of the new rash of soul folk,
survivors and revivalists both, do little or
nothing to redefine the values they hold
dear, but this reformed country singer
avoids any hint of neocon nostalgia. With
her rolling bayou backbeat, her standards
you never heard before, her habit of belting
the man she’s loyal to, and the moleskin
burr that textures her every line, she has
the makings of a downhome Bonnie Raitt.
Just in time. B+

Afrika Bambaataa & Soulsonic Force:

Planet Rock—The Album (Tommy Boy
’86). In retrospect, the sheer dumb catchi-
ness of the Kraftwerk hook sweetens one’s
love-feh relationship with the title tune,
and the way “Lookin’ for the Perfect Beat”
digests, funkifies, and elaborates the win-
ning earnestness of “Planet Rock” ’s tech-
nofuturism was electrohep’s transcendent
moment. With the ambitious but uncon-
vincing “Renegades of Funk” filling out
side one, you’d figure this for a convenient
way to store two classics. But though side
two does skip both Bam-Brown’s “Unity”
and Bam-Rotten’s “World Destruction”
(because neither bear the Soulsonic Force
name, I suppose), two of the previously
unreleased tracks are anything but filler.
And while one features Melle Mel/
Doug Wimbish and the other Trouble
Funk, nobody ever said Bam doesn’t
need help, least of all Bam—there isn’t
a more public-spirited natural leader
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Afrika Bambaataa and Family:

Bananarama:

AFRIKA BAMBAATAA AND FAMILY

on the frenetically competitive rap scene.
Which is probably why his groups
avoild the male-bonded braggadocio
that supplies so much of rap’s emotional
energy. A—
Beware
(The Funk Is Everywhere) (Tommy Boy
'86). Sclected producers cut Bam’s electro
leanings with the prescribed heavy guitars,
and musically this tops the UTFO albums,
say. But neither leader nor followers give
up the rhythms or reasons of a ranking
MC, and I'm grieved to report that only
“Kick Out the Jams” overcomes the form-
lessness of personality his detractors have
always charged him with—it’s got Bill
Laswell all over it. B

Afrika Bambaataa and Family: The

Light (Capitol '88). No kind of sellout, not
even a mishmash, just a great DJ trying to
reproduce the anything-funky ambience of
his parties, go go to reggae to disco to rap.
Unfortunately, the ability to hear still ain’t
the ability to create. On the John Robie-
coproduced disco side, “‘Reckless” (UB40
with dance hook) and ““Something He Can
Feel” (Nona Hendryx and Boy George
back from limbo together for the first time)
are pretty great; so’s “World Racial War”
(Professor Griff please copy) on the Bill
Laswell-coproduced funk side. None of
them saves the party from approaching
mishmash. B

The Greatest Hits Collec-
tion (London '88). London postfeminists
who appropriate girl-group epiphenomena
affectlessly, to signify inauthenticity, they
fare better with odious Stock Aitken Wa-
terman synthpop than with the shallow
Swain & Jolley synthsoul they started out
with—where Leee Johns sounded dreamy
wafting through that detached mix, these
lucky lasses just seemed untouchably
dreamlike. It’s some kind of camp achieve-
ment that like the totally plastic singles
group they play at being, they’re equal to
their most “meaningful” early material
nevertheless, and some kind of camp limi-
tation that their rilly greatest hits are
“Venus” and “Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him
Goodbye.” 1 know, the Dixie Cups didn’t
have any discernible identity either. But
they could sing. B+

Bangles:

Bangles:

Bangles:

Bangles:

Lester Bangs and the Delinquents:

Bangles (Faulty Products EP
'82). They have more Beatles in them than
Fanny and the Go-Go’s combined, but
nothing in the songs tells you why they
bother or keeps you so busy you don’t have
time to wonder. It's almost as if the not
quite soulful rubber harmonies are ends in
themselves—as if these women can't get
past their own craft because craft comes so
hard to them. B
All Over the Place (Columbia
'84). Definitely reduces the nostalgia-cum-
nausea factor that it’s women who execute
these familiar heart-stopping harmonies,
and thank God there’s not a trace of Liver-
pool or even Britannia in the accents. But
the value of these songs isn’t merely nega-
tive—they’re thoroughly realized in both
the writing and playing. Though the style
is as derivative and even retro as on EP,
they don’t seem to be dabbling any more.
Maybe they project such confidence be-
cause they know exactly what they want to
say: don’t fuck me over. A—
Different Light (Columbia "86).
Right, they’re maturing into a less deriva-
tive pop synthesis, as if that means shit
these days. Like the Raspberries before
them, they’re brilliant when they emulate
the Beatles and mature popsters when they
don’t. And for what it’s worth, the four
most striking tunes here are the four
nonoriginals—every one, for what it’s
worth, written by a guy. B
Everything (Columbia '88). No
no no, last time wasn’t serious, that was
just PR—you didn’t buy that Rubber Soul
malarkey, did you? This time, though—
this time they’re serious. They wrote all
the songs themselves. Got two about sui-
cide, one about a complicated girl, a histor-
ical thing about glitter, and eight, well,
love songs. But serious love songs—
“Lately I dream that I’'m in your arms,”
“I'll do anything you want me to,” “All I
ever really want is you.” Really. B—

Jook
Savages on the Brazos (Live Wire '81).
This gets over on music—Velvets meet
Voidoids in Austin. But anybody who
thinks the music isn’t Lester should
check out the Delinquents’ adequate-at-
best surf-punk LP—he gets great ideas
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Rob Base:

out of his band, just the way he did on
“Let It Blurt” with the already great
Robert Quine. The singing is adequate-at-
worst (his drawl no longer recalls Eric
Bloom), and the lyrics celebrate one
man’s victory over nihilism with suitably
disengaged enthusiasm. B+

Lester Bangs: See also “Birdland” With

Lester Bangs

Tommy Bankhead and the Blues Eldora-

dos: Tommy Bankhead and the Blues
Eldorados (Deep Morgan ’85). After
thirty-five years as a professional, Bank-
head is as authentic as blues gets and his
first album sounds that way. I can even
hear the harp-only prison song as a set-
opener. I can even imagine checking out
this hunch at some East St. Louis joint
next time I’'m out that way. B

Blues Delicacies, Vol.
One (Vivid Sound import ’80). The erst-
while Reverend Ether, who worked as
Paul Butterfield’s sideman after declining
Dr. John’s shingle, here adds a respectfully
raunchy collection of standards to the
modest store of first-rate New Orleans
rock and roll LPs. This is no Wild
Tchoupitoulas or Fats Domino or Crawfish
Fiesta, but it sure holds its own against
Mac Rebennack’s Gumbo or Lee Dorsey’s
Yes We Can. A minor delight for the afi-
cionado and a revelation for the unini-
tiated. Problem is, it’ll cost you 15 bucks
as a Japanese import, if you can find it.
Rounder, Alligator, Flying Fish—help!
Warners—oh never mind. A—

Lou Ann Barton:  Old Enough (Asylum

>82). She’s got a fine little instrument, like
a nubile Bonnie Bramlett—the drawl pure
cracker, the pitch and rhythm deep blue.
But what she’s selling with it is tractability.
For Glenn Frey she poses as a flapper in
the age of Deep Throat, for Jerry Wexler
she sings good old songs in good old Mus-
cle Shoals. Sincerely in both cases I'm sure,
which makes things worse. C+

The Incredible Base (Profile
’89). Still trying to prove that “It Takes
Two” had something to do with him, not
just Lynn Collins and James Brown and

Basement 5:

Toni Basil:
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the gods of mixology, he swings half these
ten cuts on a real funky concept. Hard,
hard, the boy is hard—at the very least
“The Incredible Base” and “Turn It Out
(Go Base)” and “Get Up and Have a Good
Time” and “If You Really Want To
Party” are worthy follow-ups to one of the
greatest singles ever, which is enough. And
“Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Thing,” a
slow one with a mean streak that gives its
moral some bite, is the best in show. I bet
he can’t follow it up. B4

1965-1980 (Antilles ’'81).
Second Edition fans take note: Every time
I hear ex-PiL drummer Richard Dudanski
and reggae-pro guitarist J.R. hit their
groove, I think maybe The Flowers of Ro-
mance was just a dream I had. The lyrics
are stupidly militant at times—England’s
problem isn’t “female rule,” it’s Thatcher’s
rule, and not even that—but when things
get this boom-boom-boom I can ignore the
words if need be. B+

Word of Mouth (Chrysalis
’82). The only woman ever to offer to take
it up the ass on top 40 radio (close your
eyes and really concentrate on “Mickey”” if
you don’t believe me) tops that trick by
making four words out of “Don’t want no-
body” and then playing the double nega-
tive both ways. If like me you think it’s
kind of neat for a bizzer who’s pushing 40
(helped out on The TAMI Show in 1965)
to come on as a dirty teen dream, you’ll
enjoy the cunning of her modestly futuris-
tic El Lay pop-rock. But if like me you’ve
never fathomed the appeal of (David
Essex’s) “Rock On” and treasure other
versions of “Be Stiff” and “Little Red
Book,” you won’t mistake her for Blondie
or Nick Lowe. B+

Batman (Warner Bros. '89). Packaging this as

a soundtrack is as ridiculous as complain-
ing that there’s only six minutes of Prince
in the movie, because the movie it’s de-
signed for exists only in Prince’s head—his
six minutes of soul are a distraction from
Tim Burton’s nostalgic ominoso futurism,
which Danny Elfman’s otherwise useless
score expertly evokes. “The Future” is
Prince’s most visionary piece since “When
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Stiv Bators:

The Bats:

The BBC:

The Beach Boys:

The Beach Boys:

STIV BATORS

Doves Cry,” and as aural objects, all the
others are more than passable. Yet they are
designed for a movie, and all of them—
especially the received ‘‘Partyman” and
the subpoignant **Vicki Waiting”—cry out
for the focus of Prince’s unrealized alter-
nate version. Hence, what ‘‘Batdance”
deconstructs is mainly itself. B+

Disconnected (Bomp '80).
The power-pop accoutrements are audible
through Greg Shaw's cruddy production.
But because it soft-pedals Stiv’s unfortu-
nate but well-inhabited persona—even the
signature “Evil Boy™ is kinda winsome—
the record lacks tension, not to mention a
reason to exist. B

Daddy’s Highway (Commu-
nion '89). These New Zealanders are
wimps if not simps. Robert Scott’s reedy if
not weedy quaver cries out for Kaye
Woodward to chime in, and the one-foot-
at-a-time folk-rock pulse can get pretty
lame. But their jangly modesty is touching
and smart—they understand the formal
and historical limitations of their chosen
style. And even though only one of their
homely metaphors—" . . . there’ll be a
morning sky/Bringing you some peace to-
night”—unites words and music into a pop
moment, the atmosphere sustains. B+

Dutch (Emotional EP ’83).
Denizens of the Pennsylvania night, these
sauerkraut lovers also love MTV, because
in Sauerkrautland MTYV is another place to
get music—music that offers an excuse to
do the Dutch, a dance funkier and funnier
than you'd figure. B

Rarities (Capitol '83).
Half alternate takes, half vault finds—no-
tably two Wild Honey rejects, one of them
Bruce Johnston’s friendly “With a Little
Help from My Friends”—this beats most
of their '70s output, no doubt because it’s
from the '60s, and serves as a reminder of
what an oddball entity they were when
Brian was still functional. Next in the se-
ries: Glen Campbell. B+
The Beach Boys (Cari-
bou 85). Would you get excited if the Four
Lads released a comeback album with Boy

Beastie Boys:

The Beastie Boys:

Beastie Boys:

George and Stevie Wonder songs on it? Bet
they still harmonize pretty good, too. C

Rock Hard/Party’s Gettin’
Rough/Beastie  Groove/Instrumental
(Def Jam EP *84). With their boomy beats
and big guitar, can these white boys rap
the rap? “I can play the drums.” “I can
play guitar.” “Not just B-boys we’re real
rock stars.” Uh-oh. “Rock and roll
rhythms are raunchy and raucous / I'm
from Manhattan you’re from Secaucus.”
Well, maybe. “I’'m a man who needs no
introduction / Got a big tool of reproduc-
tion.” Very funny. B+
Licensed To IIl (Def
Jam ’86). The wisecracking arrogance of
this record is the only rock and roll atti-
tude that means diddley right now. With
the mainstream claimed by sincere crafts-
people and the great tradition of Elvis
Presley, Esquerita, Creedence Clearwater
Revival, the Sex Pistols, and Madonna
sucked into a cultural vacuum by nitwit
anarchists and bohemian sourpusses, three
white jerkoffs and their crazed producer
are set to go platinum-plus with “black”
music that’s radically original, childishly
simple, hard to play, and accessible to any-
body with two ears and an ass. Drinking,
robbing, rhyming, and pillaging, busting
open your locker and breaking your
glasses, the Beasties don’t just thumb their
noses at redeeming social importance—
they pull out their jammies and shoot it in
the cookie puss. If you don’t like the joke,
you might as well put your money where
your funnybone is and send a check to the
PMRC. Original grade: A. A+
Paul’s Boutique (Capitol
’89). One reason nobody knew what they’d
do for an encore is that Licensed To Ill
redefined rap as music: it was avant-garde
rap and pop metal, foregrounding riffs and
attitude any hedonist could love while
eliminating wack solos and dumb-ass post-
uring. Jam-packed, frenetic, stark, the se-
quel isn’t as user-friendly. But give it three
plays and half a j’s worth of concentration
and its high-speed volubility and riffs from
nowhere will amaze and delight you. It’s
an absolutely unpretentious and unsenten-
tious affirmation of cultural diversity, of
where they came from and where they



The Beat Farmers:

went from there. They drop names from
Cézanne to Jelly Roll Morton to Sadaharu
Oh, sample the Funky Four Plus One
(twice), Johnny Cash, Charlie Daniels,
Public Enemy, the Wailers, Eek-a-Mouse
(I think), Jean Knight, and Ricky Skaggs
(I think) just as tags—for music there are
countless funk and metal (and other) art-
ists I can’t ID even when I recognize them.
And they make clear that they’re not
about to burn out on their vaunted vices—
not cheeba, not pussy, certainly not fame.
The Beasties are still bad—they get laid,
they do drugs, they break laws, they laze
around. But they know the difference be-
tween bad and evil. Crack and cocaine and
woman-beaters and stickup kids get theirs;
one song goes out to a homeless rockabilly
wino, another ends, “Racism is schism on
the serious tip.” Here’s hoping other bad
boys take these bad boys seriously. A

The Beat Farmers: Tales of the New West

(Rhino ‘85). Like so many roots bands,
they write good songs and cover better
ones—even in a nonpurist movement,
Velvets-to-Springsteen-to-Spoonful is a
broad-minded parlay. And like so many
roots bands, their singers aren’t sharp
enough to bring it together—can’t under-
stand the difference between having fun,
making fun, and being funny before mix-
ing them up, can’t at least be soulful in-
stead of something vaguer, like “genuine.”
Original grade: B plus. B
Van Go (Curb ’86).
Except for the deadpan “Gun Sale at the
Church” and maybe the Johnny Cash im-
pressions, their country-rock is now
proudly generic. In a world of lame con-
cepts this approach is jake with me, and if
their sharpest song originated with Neil
Young, well, they didn’t write the flattest
one either. B

Beat Happening: Jamboree (Rough Trade

’88). As with any pop band, catchy tune-
lets aren’t enough: what the tunelets say,
how they sound, and what how they sound
says also matter. Some find the calculated
simplicity and semiunrehearsed spon-
taneity recombinant, the unadorned lyri-
cism and rude guitar doubly tonic. I find
the adolescence recalled cum childhood re-
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visited doubly coy and the neoprimitivist
shtick a tired bohemian fantasy. Catchy,
though. B—

The Beatles:  Rarities (Capitol *80). The

Brit version made sense, because lots of
Beatle songs are unavailable on U.K. LP.
In the U.S. the group’s been cannibalized
more efficiently—not counting the curious
two-second Sgr. Pepper outgroove, only
five of fourteen songs here are unknown to
owners of their Capitol album catalogue.
Two early Lennon-McCartneys, the as-
sured close-harmony ‘“‘Misery” and the
fragile quavery “There’s a Place,” are very
much worth your acquaintance. “Sie Liebt
Dich” is fun, “You Know My Name
(Look Up My Number)” is a goof, and
“The Inner Light” is a B side—George’s B
side. Except for “Across the Universe,”
which Phil Spector did not improve, not
one of the nine alternate versions differs
from the original by more than a whit. The
U.K. Please Please Me includes “Misery”
and “There’s a Place.” I regard it as a
superior investment. C+

Beat Street (Atlantic '84). I wish Grandmas-

ter Melle Mel hadn’t bothered with the
plot summary (I also wish he’d stop saying
“Huh!” all the time), and I wish Jake
Holmes hadn’t bothered with the “love
theme” (he can do the sequel, Bleecker
Street). But executive producer Arthur
Baker (with the help of executive producer
Harry Belafonte, I'm sure) has done his
best to drown the dreck in electrohop, with
Bambaataa and the System fashioning
gratifyingly sharp tracks. In addition,
Rubén Blades proves that romance isn’t
dead, just Jake Holmes. And Sharrock re-
turns. Original grade: B plus B

Beat Street Volume 2 (Atlantic '84). The

other half of what might be a great single
disc. Jazzy Jay’s scratching captures the
movie's virtues a lot more eloquently than
Melle Mel’s words, Tina B divas all over
Jenny Burton, and the two novelty raps
tell you their producer knows something
even if he is David Belafonte. B

Francis Bebey: Akwaaba (Original Music

’84). On the recordings of Paul Berliner
and elsewhere I've always found the Afri-
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can thumb piano—mbira, kalimba,
sanza—overly delicate, fragile as a music
box. These experimental compositions, by
a Camerounian musicologist who calls on
a wide range of supplementary African in-
struments and techniques, are lithe and
lovely. And when Bebey breaks into his
subguttural chest voice you won’t know
whether to gasp or giggle. B+

Flash (Epic '85). With his cus-
tomary focus, loyalty, and consistency of
taste, the mercurial guitarist plumbs a
“new” idea copped from such innovators
as Foreigner and Duran Duran—funk-
metal fusion. Pitting Rod Stewart (on a
convincing if utterly context-free ‘‘People
Get Ready”) and Arthur Baker (out to
produce Foreigner and Duran Duran and
apt to do a damn good job of it) against
Wet Willie’s vocalist and Cactus’s drum-
mer, he nevertheless turns in the best LP
of his pathologically spotty career by coun-
tenancing Nile Rodgers’s production on
five tracks. So what do we have here? We
have half a good Nile Rodgers album,
more or less. B

Walter Becker / Donald Fagen:  The

David Behrman:

Early Years (PVC '85). Eternally faithful
to early Dan, I hoped to descry the linea-
ments of unspoiled genius in these 1968-
1971 demos, but all I got was demos.
Between Fagen’s scratch vocals and three
grooveless drummers who sound relieved
to remember their parts, these are songs
casting about for a form—that is, for Gary
Katz, whose smooth swing suited them
far better than the bare bones Kenny
Vance resorts to. Worth salvaging:
“Don’t Let Me In,” in which they turn
their collegiate cynicism on themselves
for once. C

Leapday Night (Lovely
Music *87). The problem with semipopular
minimalism, new age, snooze music, what-
ever, isn't its quietude—nothing wrong
with a record that lowers your pulse rate
if that’s what you're up for. But its acolytes
aren’t on very friendly terms with their
brains—when their music isn’t just stupid,
it pampers the vaguer emotions. Behr-

Harry Belafonte:

The Bellamy Brothers:

man’s a poetic intellectual, a post-Cagean
electronic composer whose moods and tex-
tures are generous enough for semipop—
or for sentimentality, some ‘rigorous”
academic rivals might sniff, as if they'd
know. These computerized synth pieces in-
teract with live violin on “Interspecies
Smalltalk,” live trumpet on ‘Leapday
Night.”” The former is like Behrman’s On
the Other Ocean/Figure in a Clearing with
spontaneity built in, the latter like Miles’s
“Yesternow” or ‘“‘Shhh/Peaceful” on a
floppy. Bye, Michael Hedges. Pack it in,
Durutti Column. A—

Paradise in Gazan-
kulu (EMI-Manhattan °'88). Anybody
who thought Paul Simon was jiving about
political lyrics should check this socially
conscious malapropism by  Miriam
Makeba’s ex. Banned from South Africa
himself, Belafonte sent arranger Richard
Cummings and lyricist Jake Holmes in to
lay down tracks with Makgona Tsohle,
Brenda Fassie, even the Soul Brothers
(who turned Simon down), and both repre-
sentatives made a mess with the boss’s full
approval—Makgona Tsohle play cream
cheese, the Zulu word for power turns into
a woman’s name, and the interracial love
duet with Jennifer Warnes is no less sac-
charine for being punishable by death. Yet
the Obed Ngobeni-backed title song is a
triumph—a tremendously hot piece of as-
similationist mbaqanga that conveys
apartheid’s insanity and mbaganga’s joy-
pain in English ironic enough to get past
the the SABC. Did I say Simon wasn’t
jiving? C+

Greatest  Hits
(Warner Bros. '82). Shameless, hooky, and
slick, their country is about as pure as
Mike Curb, who signed them, but if you
can resist “If I Said You Had a Beautiful
Body Would You Hold It Against Me”
you don't eat fried food, and I say the hell
with you. Nonpuritans are directed to
“Get into Reggae Cowboy,” which I'm
glad 1 never heard on the radio because it
might have palled there—in controlled
doses it’s the equal of “Lovers Live Lon-
ger” and “Redneck Girl.” B+
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The Bellamy Brothers: Strong Weakness

(Elektra *83). The problem with the lesser
songs of these country slickers isn’t that
they’re too dumb—it’s that they’re not
dumb enough. I love their harmonies, but
I prefer to keep their minds at a safe dis-
tance. B
Greatest Hits
Volume Two (Curb *86). Whatever its pre-
tensions, all country music offers the same
primary reward: tuneful variations on the
verities of the ordinary. These harmoniz-
ing eclectics sometimes outdo themselves.
The rueful, nostalgic “Old Hippie” is
Nashville’s own “Born in the U.S.A.”—
“He ain’t tryin’ to change nobody / He’s
just tryin’ to adjust”—and ‘‘Lie to You for
Your Love” is a generic paradox that puts
their strong weakness for ass-man smarm
in perspective. Climax: “I Love Her
Mind”—because her mind controls her
body, naturally. B+
Greatest Hits
Volume III (MCA ’89). As they paunch
out, they’re passable humorists in “Hill-
billy Hell” and fascinating sociologists-
cum-chroniclers in “Rebels Without a
Clue” and “Kids of the Baby Boom.” But
their harmonies have never had that frater-
nal magic, a failing that renders their
maturing love songs inoperable. B—

Pat Benatar: In the Heat of the Night

(Chrysalis ’80). Where some ‘‘eclectic”
rock and rollers brim with sheer experi-
mental joy, Benatar is sodden with try-
anything-once ambition. From showbiz
“hard rock” (“‘Heartbreaker”) to big-beat
‘“cabaret” (“Don’t Let It Show”) to re-
ceived “‘futurism” (“My Clone Sleeps
Alone”) to fake-Blondie ‘“Eurodisco”
(“We Live for Love”) she shows about as
much aesthetic principle as Don Kirshner.
Though she does have a better voice than
Kirshner. C+

Pat Benatar:  Best Shots (Chrysalis ’89).

Does anyone remember anymore that she
was originally a ““cabaret™ act? Does any-
one remember anymore that early on she
was sold as “new wave”? Cher without
innocence, chutzpah, acting ability, or
“Gypsys, Tramps, and Thieves,” she fi-
nally semiretired to family life. This best-of

Sandra Bernhard:

Sandra Bernhard:
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is her artistic legacy. I'm sure she’s a good
mom—pretty sure, anyway. C

Berlin:  Pleasure Victim (Geffen ’83). Al-

though my tastes in porn don’t run to de-
signer whips, Terri Nunn’s sex-object
impersonation on the cunningly entitled
“Sex (I'm a . . .)” generates a mild buzz.
But that’s the only good part—the rest is
flimsy synth-pop sans even a flash of pink,
unless songs about the Metro make you
wet your pants. Time 27:07. C+

I'm Your Woman
(Mercury ’85). Marianne Faithfull’s survi-
vor and Grace Jones’s dominatrix both
went up against Barry Reynolds’s austere
mechanics from strength, and better men
wrote their best songs—John Lennon,
Iggy Pop, Shel Silverstein, Melvin Van
Peebles. The music here is Reyno!ds’s ball-
game, and if Bernhard’s compulsively slip-
pery irony is strength, I'm a great artist. 1
assume she gets to certain under-30
women because they find the twin escapes
of dominance and submission wickedly se-
ductive, and trust they’re far enough from
her fantasy star-world to take her as a met-
aphor for what’s most oppressed and/or
neurotic in themselves. 1 assume guys
think she’s more fun than reading the per-
sonals. C+
Without You I'm
Nothing (Enigma °89). If Laurie Ander-
son’s a musician, so’s this conceptualist.
Her band includes Ivan Julian and Adele
Bertei, and she needs ’em: she credits com-
posers on eleven of twelve cuts, including
the boite medley (thank God for cabaret,
it lets you stay in New York and enjoy
your co-op), the Prince cover (for Sheila
E., Apollonia, Vanity, Wendy, and Lisa),
and “The Women of Rock 'n’ Roll” (the
story of her magic night with Stevie Nicks,
who hasn’t called in six months). B+

Chuck Berry: Hail! Hail! Rock 'n’ Roll

(MCA °87). This wasn’t the great Chuck
Berry concert if only because his voice is
half shot—all those cracks don’t ruin the
fun, but they don’t expose unexpected nu-
ances in it either. Though Julian Lennon
and Linda Ronstadt are less obtrusive
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BEST OF HOUSE MUSIC

when you can’t see them trying to look like
they belong, most of the cameos are still
only adequate-to-embarrassing; the sole
triumph is Eric Clapton’s “Wee Wee
Hours,” with a typically miraculous solo
from the omnipresent Johnnie Johnson.
And so what? It’s still the best live album
the man ever made. I mean, what do you
want? B+

Best of House Music (Profile '88). Rough and

unmediated house may be more fun than
Euro-abstraction for sure, but it’s for-
dancers-only with a vengeance—formally,
it's almost as exclusionary as hardcore.
Thoughtfully sorted onto diva, sleaze,
jack-your-body, and jack-of-all-nations
sides, these cuts earn a permanent spot in
my reference collection rather than my
heart or my somatic memory. Even Mar-
shall Jefferson’s “Rock Your Body” and
Moonfou’s *“‘Shut Up” disintegrate into
breaks designed exclusively for the com-
munal intoxication of the steamy floor. I
don’t get out enough, but 1 know what
jacks my body when 1 do.

Best of Studio One (Heartbeat '83). Never an

aficionado of medium-tempo vocal groups,
second-level soul men, or for that matter
'60s reggae, I don’t find this loving first-
U.S.-release compilation of Coxsone Dodd
tracks especially transcendent. “Oh Mr.
D.C.” and “Row Fisherman Row” are the
finest Sugar Minott and Wailing Souls ever
to come my way, and the Termites’ “My
Last Love” is a sure shot ina one-shot
style. But the Heptones ain’t the Mighty
Diamonds, Dennis Brown ain’t Perry
Como, and Alton Ellis ain’t Tyrone Davis,
a second-level soul man if ever there was
one. And so it goes. B+

Beverly Hills Cop (MCA ’85). Highlights:

Patti LaBelle contained, Harold Falter-
meyer kisses Herbie Hancock’s ass, the
System rocks and rolls again, Shalamar
writes to order (buy the 12-inch). Redun-
dancy: the Pointer Sisters (buy the
album—theirs—if you must). Lowlights:
Junior, Rockie Robbins. Lowlifes: Danny
Elfman (formerly of Oingo Boingo), Glenn
Frey (formerly of the Eagles). B—

The B-52’s:

The B-52’s:

The B-52’s:

The B-52’s:

Wild Planet (Warner Bros.
'80). I keep waiting for number two to
come through on the dance floor the way
the debut did, but ““Party out of Bounds”
and ““Quiche Lorraine” are expert enter-
tainments at best and the wacko parochial-
ism of *Private Idaho™ is a positive
annoyance. Only on “Devil in My Car”
and “Give Me Back My Man” do they
exploit the potential for meaning—cosmic
and emotional, respectively—that accrues
to the world’s greatest new-wave kiddie-
novelty disco-punk band. B+
Party Mix (Warner Bros. '81).
Six remixes, three from album two on side
one and vice versa. Its implicit equation of
party and disco offends old new-wavers,
but at EP list for half an hour’s music the
extravagance is recommended. Hyped
sound doesn’t hurt this music, the
stretches revolve around breaks or sound
effects silly enough to belong, and two of
the remakes are condensations. Fess up—
wouldn’t you love to own a “Dance This
Mess Around” that begins “I’'m not no
limburger”? A—
Mesopotamia (Warner Bros.
’82). For a while 1 was afraid they were
going to get encrusted in their own snot,
but they really are an ordinary dance band
from Athens, Georgia, which turns out to
be no ordinary thing. David Byrne isn’t the
secret, just the secret ingredient—one
more semipopulist with his own bag of
tricks, like fellow ingredient Ralph Carney
except his bag’s bigger. A “party” record
that never invokes that pooped word, this
six-cut mini lists for $5.98, as good a deal
as onion dip. A—
Whammy! (Warner Bros.
’83). Though they still pick up some great
ideas at interplanetary garage sales, their
celebration of the pop mess-around is
getting earthier. “Whammy Kiss” and
“Butterbean’” do actually concern sex and
food, respectively, while ‘“Legal Ten-
der” and “Queen of Las Vegas” show
off a healthy respect for money—that is,
a disrespectful attraction to its alluring
usefulness. “Song for a Future Gener-
ation” is a completely affectionate, com-
pletely undeluded look at the doomed,
hopeful, cheerfully insincere dreams and
schemes of the kids who dance to B-52’s



songs. And the Yoko One tribute is for
real. A—

The B-52’s:  Bouncing Off the Satellites

(Warner Bros. ’86). Sorry, but my fond
belief in Kate & Cindy as postmodern girl
duo has just gone the way of my fond
hopes for Joan and Chrissie as rock and
roll future. Except for the postfeminist
“Housework,” they contribute watercol-
ors posing as Kenny Scharfs—not only
don’t “Summer of Love” and “‘She Brakes
for Rainbows” redeem anybody’s ’60s
retro, they don’t even take off on it. So
Fred’s abrasive camp saves the day, and
talk about satiric justice—he gets off a
credible nudist anthem, a credible psyche-
delic fantasy, and (get this) a credible ecol-
ogy song in the process. B+

B-52’s:  Cosmic Thing (Reprise '89). AIDS

having robbed them of their most essential
musician, this is an almost touchingly
brave attempt to dance away from the edge
of ecocatastrophe. Earthquakes, tidal
waves, bushfires, waste dumps, toxic fog,
maybe even that Chrysler big as a whale
are counterposed to and in theory renewed
by positive natural forces—junebugs,
spaceships, cosmic vibes, an expanding
universe, poor rebellious kids having inno-
cent fun. They’re trying to be seriously
silly, and they’re right to believe serious
silliness is a healer. But between Ricky
Wilson’s guitar and the permanent defeat
his loss doesn’t merely signify, they can’t
quite bring it off. It’s enough to make a
grown man cry. B

The Bhundu Boys:  Shabini (Discafrique

import ’86). The toast of London last time
I checked, these Zimbabweans are suspi-
ciously cuddly in their folk-pop naiveté.
But their guitars tickle exactly where
Thomas Mapfumo’s kick, and in the title
tune and elsewhere the folk-pop naiveté of
their melodies could tempt you to trust
even that portion of humanity that swears
by The Face. [Later on Hannibal.] B+

Bhundu Boys:  True Jit (Mango ’88). In

the end, their made-in-U.K. breakthrough
attempt is a catchy, unconventional pop
record—not only is the song for war-dead
children about kids they knew, but you can
be sure it doesn’t suggest the war was un-
necessary. But that’s all it is. Ingratiation
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is so ingrained in these former freedom
fighters that they’re almost swallowed by
former Sade producer Robin Millar, who
goes for pan-Africana with quasi-Zairean
horns and transforms subtle cross-
rhythms into upfront hooks. Rewriting
“Skokiaan” as “‘Happy Birthday” because
they know “Happy happy Africa” won’t
wash anymore, structuring “Rugare”
(““work hard and reap the fruits of your
labour) around schlocko synth chords
and bridges that go nowhere, they’re vic-
tims of crossover, compromising and ac-
commodating when they should be
expanding and appropriating. And they’re
still not half-bad. B+

Bhundu Boys:  Tsvimbodzemoto: Sticks of

Fire (Hannibal ’88). Though you can un-
derstand why the soaring interplay of the
Bhundus’ postchimurenga is classified as
a soukous variant, it’s folkier in basic
approach and rockier in basic instru-
mentation, as comes clear on their
Zimbabwe-recorded second  album.
Though the sound is thinner than FM
technocrats might decree, it suits the
band’s peculiarly Zimbabwean poly-
rhythms, in which guitars and keybs take
over lines indigenous to the thumb piano.
Anyway, it’s not so thin you're gonna no-
tice as you fly around the ceiling. Congeni-
tal lead-asses start with side two. A—

Big Audio Dynamite:  This Is Big Audio

Dynamite (Columbia ’85). Because he
sang both their pop hits, Mick was always
slotted as the Clash’s loverboy, but that
was just his vocal cross to bear—he was
really the intellectual, which is why he
now specializes in what the handout calls
“humor particularly irony.” Though “A
Party” and ““The Bottom Line” are wordy
enough for Ellen Foley, their anger would
surface instantly if Joe were spitting them
out. He might even make something of the
Nippophobic “Sony” and the loverboy’s
lament “Stone Thames.” But as it is, only
“E = MC%,” laid down across cosmic keyb
chords, lives up to Jones’s goofily interna-
tionalist spirit. B—

Big Audio Dynamite:  Megatop Phoenix

(Columbia ’89). Forward-looking of Mick
to devote himself to interracial rock-the-
house. But strip away the samples and give
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the lyrics the respect they deserve and
you're left with a mild voice over beats so
dinky only college radio could dance to
them. Plus a sweet pop song that isn’t
called “Feelings” because that title's
taken. C+

Racer-X (Homestead EP '84).
First two tracks are power packed if con-
ventionally anarchic neo-no-wave hostil-
ity, though the guitar barrage keeps
building. Second side is music to play loud
when you feel like going out and stealing
a pneumatic drill. Climax is a trash-com-
pacted version of “The Big Payback”—
James Brown, white-rage style. A—
Atomizer (Homestead ’'86).
Though they don’t want you to know it,
these hateful little twerps are sensitive
souls—they’re moved to make this godaw-
ful racket by the godawful pain of the
world, which they learn about reading ev-
erything from textbooks to bondage mags.
This is the brutal guitar machine thou-
sands of lonely adolescent cowards have
heard in their heads. Its creators deserve
credit for finding each other and making
their obsession real. But not for anything
else. B+
The Hammer Party (Home-
stead '86). One side the 1983 Ruthless EP
Lungs, the other the 1984 Ruthless EP
Bulldozer, and if you think Steve Albini is
less than profound now, here’s where you
shore up your belief in progress. “Steel-
worker” presages “Deep Six”’s gothic
fantasies about the working class (or is it
just guys with muscles?). “‘Pigeons” is a
cute bit about an oppressed teenager whose
mom makes him kill feathered rodents.
Beyond that it’s sound and fury. B
Songs About Fucking (Touch
and Go ’87). Anybody who thinks rock
and roll is alive and well in the infinite
variety of its garage-boy permutations had
better figure out how these Hitler Youth
rejects could crush the competition and
hang up their spikes simultaneously. No
matter what well-meaning rockers think of
Steve Albini’s supremacist lies, they lie
themselves if they dismiss what he does
with electric guitars—that killdozer sound
culminates if not finishes off whole genera-

Big Boys:

Big Country:

tions of punk and metal. In this farewell
version it gains just enough clarity and mo-
mentum to muke its inhumanity inelucta-
ble, and the absence of lyrics that betray
Albini’s roots in yellow journalism rein-
forces an illusion of depth—these are hate-
ful and sometimes hackneyed, sure, but
never sucker fare like “Jordan, Min-
nesota.” A—

Lullabies Help the Brain Grow
(Moment '83). If this exemplary hardcore
unit can’t quite break their LP into the
general-interest zone, 1 begin to wonder
whether the new punks are ever going to
reach anyone with a full head of hair. The
Big Boys are far from monolithic, cutting
the blur with ballad tempos and funk
rhythms and even horns. Randy Turner’s
mock my-voice-is-changing squeal has an
old (white) blues singer’s authority. And
their unmistakable heart in no way softens
the ranting fury that’s the signature of the
style. But without a guitar ace (Bad
Brains) or a songwriter (Descendents) or
both (Black Flag), they cross over only at
their best—about six cuts out of fourteen
here, including the two slowest. B

Big Brother and the Holding Company:

Cheaper Thrills (Made To Last *84). Post-
punks should forget Janis Joplin and dig
this: just because they practiced in their
own $300-a-month Marin commune
doesn’t mean they weren’t a garage band.
A classic garage band, in fact, and they
played out a lot. That’s one reason this
low-fi one-night-only live-in-1966 tape
overcomes the expected flaws to give forth
more raunch than most singles catalogues.
Janis Joplin is the other. B+

The Crossing (Mercury *83).
With its bagpipe guitars and Celtic blues
lines, Stuart Adamson’s Skids-U2 hybrid
avoids any hint of rock purism. Although
“Chance” is the only fully realized song
here, the rest sound good from a distance.
But I wish Adamson didn’t sing like Colo-
nel Bryan Bowie and, even worse, write
like Bishop Kahlil Masefield. Regaled with
martial rhythms, I always feel safer know-
ing exactly what the war’s about. B



Big Youth:

Big Country: Peace in Our Time (Reprise

’88). Five years ago these fools parlayed a
video, some guitar harmonics, and the op-
pression of Scotland into comparisons
with future band-of-the-decade titlehold-
ers U2. A stiff, an EP, and a negotiation
later, they’re ready to settle for something
simple in platinum on a rival label. Social
consciousness or no (“Time for Leaving”
actually explains why a U.K. laborer is
emigrating), they’re just pros with preten-
sions this time around. Which suits the
rival label just fine. C

Big Youth: Progress (Negusa Nagast im-

port ’80). To the sexy singsong, colorful
patois, and spacy tracks of Jamaican toast-
ing, Manley Buchanan adds something
like unalloyed joy—he looks and often
sounds like the happiest man on earth. It’s
not just ganja, either—if ganja could do
that, Peter Tosh would be the happiest
man on earth. Somehow Youth embodies
everything most benign about Rastafarian-
ism—even when he’s berating Babylon,
which is often, he’s unsectarian about it,
suffused with humanitarian compassion
for all victims of wickedness, Babylon-
ians included. His most songful album
is full of suffering and violence, yet its
fundamental mood is one of gentle trans-
port, the spiritual certainty of the born
prophet. And for a sample of heaven
ganja-style, it closes off with two sweet
dubs. A—
Rock Holy (Negusa Nagast
import ’80). Seeing Youth live gave me
new insight into why they call it toasting—
he’s a toastmaster, a Rastafarian George
Jessel, complete with carry-a-tune croon-
ing, name-dropping tributes, and shuf-
fle-off-to-Babylon stage routines. All of
which were wonderful—the enthusiasm
was that unmediated. His evolution into
a roots Mr. Entertainment has changed
his records, which now include songs.
Not great songs, either, as I would
say. But “Get On Up” is a great
chant, “Bang Dibo” a great goof, “Many
Moods of Big Youth” a great mélange,
“We Can Work It Out” a great cover
(by anybody). And he outsings Kurtis
Blow. B+

Big Youth:

Big Youth:
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Some Great Big Youth
(Heartbeat '81). Youth’s first official U.S.
release after a dubwise decade of JA star-
dom features the five best cuts from 1981°s
Rock Holy and two good ones from 1980’s
Progress, which may be his idea of prog-
ress but isn’t mine. Like countless rockers
before him, Youth is proud of his hard-
won evolution from make-do genius to
able pro. Me, I'd rather hear him chant
over exotic brass and sistren than almost-
sing almost-songs with or (as in this case)
without them. B+
Live at Reggae Sunsplash
(Sunsplash ’84). Like most live toasting
LPs, this tends to wander. The band intro
is as irrelevant as most, tracks sometimes
just fade out, and there are few recogniz-
able songs. But the two you’re sure to no-
tice—“Hit the Road Jack” and “Every
Nigger Is a Star”—are the best introduc-
tion on record to the militantly entertain-
ing visionary optimism of the most
untranslatable of the great reggae artists.
And the show as a whole sums up his
loopy, unselfconscious moral confidence
like nothing else. B+

Big Youth: A4 Luta Continua (Heartbeat

’85). First side’s the usual homiletics—
broad-minded as ever, musicianly rather
than dubwise, and nothing his fans need to
know. But on side two he gets mad, savor-
ing the phrase “shit-eating grin” on
“K.K.K.” and livelying up the tenacious
militance of the title track with Afrobeat
horns. This is what college radio ought to
be for. B

“Birdland” With Lester Bangs: “Bird-

land” With Lester Bangs (Add On ’86).
Since I knew Lester, I don’t entirely trust
my moderate delight with this nine-cut,
twenty-six-minute demo, recorded one day
in 1979 with the future Rattlers, soon to
kick him out (as Lester told the tale) be-
cause he was “too fat.” But since Lester
was a genius, I have to mention that it’s
manifestly more confident than 1981’s per-
fectly acceptable Jook Savages on the
Brazos, with which it shares four songs,
preserved for posterity a second time after
the singer had the opportunity to develop
some mannerisms. He was better off rely-



Elvin Bishop:

Clint Black:

ELVIN BISHOP

ing on force of personality—musically he
always had the instincts, and words were
no problem. B+

Big Fun (Alligator ’89).
Where his pint-sized labelmates give them-
selves hernias rocking the house, the blues-
man-turned-hayseed tells some jokes and
takes it easy. If you don’t believe not get-
ting riled is a spiritual thing with him, pay
his guitar some mind. B+

Biz Markie:  Goin’ Off (Cold Chillin’ ’88).

Except for the timeless “Pickin’ Boogers,”
not one of the class clown’s hits has the life
of “This Is Something for the Radio,”
which sounds like it was tossed off late one
night on ludes: “We just talkin’ over this
beat, I don’t know what the hell we’re
doin’ . . .” If you love “Vapors” and all
those songs with Biz’s name in the title but
not the credits, figure I'm nitpicking. If
come to think of it you don’t, wonder yet
again how long a street genre can survive
high intensity commodification. B

Killin® Time (RCA ’R9).
He’s got good looks, fondly crafted songs,
and a trenchant if anonymous voice, subtle
even for Nashville neotraditional. Buoy-
antly in love on “Straight From the Fac-
tory,” he quickly follows with as gracious
a breakup song as you could hope to hear.
Yet though she may have left him “A Bet-
ter Man,” he’s not together enough to live
without her. So for the rest of the album he
spends a lot of time in bars—every one
subtly and trenchantly evoked, of course.
Original grade: B+. A—

Black Britain: Obvious (Virgin '87). After

six more years of Thatcher and the dawn-
ing of electrohop, it’s as if Linx had lami-
nated the soft edges of its prophetic
premeditated funk to a flash, beatwise
sheen. Both vocals and politics are more
strident, pausing for love only to flog the
jezebel whose lust for diamonds ends in the
murder of an innocent jeweler by an inno-
cent (sez they) black Briton. Though it is
obvious, it scores points, zapping un-
guarded rhythm sensors like a sharp-
shooter in a video arcade. Here’s hoping it
grows in wisdom. B+

Black Flag:

Black Flag: Jealous Again (SST EP '80).

Black Flag are committed to rage, not in
itself—I don’t believe their “I've got some-
thing personal against you™ even though I
know it’s true—but as a musical principle.
Five songs, seven minutes, as arty as no
wave, with a comparable relationship to
punk precedents, which for L.A. are basic
Brit. The sound is extreme and unique, all
forced rhythm and guitar blur with no in-
gratiating distractions—no humor, irony,
hooks, or (God knows) melody. Well,
maybe irony. B
Damaged (SST °81). Al-
though the B side drags more painfully
than I bet was intended, this is powerful
stuff. Gregg Ginn is the greatest noise gui-
tarist since Johnny Thunders, new vocalist
Henry Rollins can snarl along any tortured
contour they serve up, and “Rise Above,”
“Six Pack,” and the uproarious “TV
Party™ prove they can write songs as well as
gnash fragments. Inspirational Verse: “I
wanna live / I wish I was dead.” [CD ver-
sion includes Jealous Again ) A—

Black Flag: Everything Went Black (SST

’82). Stuck in legal limbo, they resort to
historic alternate-take arcana featuring the
three screamers who passed through the
band before Henry Rollins took posses-
sion—except for side four, which is filled
with radio ads for Flag gigs. These are still
collector-only, I suppose. But as punk-era
Firesign Theatre, worth going out and
flattering a geek with a skateboard to
hear. B

Black Flag: My War (SST ’84). Depleted

by the kind of corporate strife I thought
these guys were too cynical to fall for
(which may be why they did), Henry Rol-
lins’s adrenalin gives out. The consequent
depression is so monumental that even
Greg Ginn succumbs, adding only one
classic to his catalogue of noise solos (‘“The
Swinging Man) and grinding out brain-
damaged cousins of luded power chords
behind the three dirges that waste side two.
But things do start off manically enough,
with the title tune (refrain: “You’re one of
them”) and five minutes of Henry explain-
ing why he smiles so much (which I never
noticed). B—

Black Flag:  Slip It In (SST *84). “Slip It

In” is by somebody who learned about sex



from movies. “Black Coffee” carries this
antidrug thing too far. “Wound Up” could
be tighter. “Rat’s Eyes” cries out in agony
for Sabbath’s chops. “Obliteration” is an
ace accompanist’s solo turn. ‘“The Bars”
isn’t about prison—or saloons. “My
Ghetto” is an outtake from the rant side
of Damaged. “You're Not Evil” is right
on. C+

Black Flag:  Who’s Got the 101/2? (SST

°86). My War, Slip It In, the Live ‘84 tape,
the instrumental sides, Henry’s poetry
readings—it was all too much, the excess
production of bohemian businessmen
ready to shove any old shit up the wazoos
of their presold believers. So I hardly
heard the 1985 studio LPs Loose Nut and
In My Head, which prove their sharpest
since Damaged, with Loose Nut especially
showing off Greg Ginn’s fangs as lyricist
and riffmaster. The demented acceleration
and guitar squiggles of this live date im-
prove most of the hottest songs from the
’85 albums. And while introducing the
band members by cock size may protest
their belated obsession with sex too much,
I can’t complain when the answer to the
title question is Kira, who plays bass so
stalwartly she deserves all the credit she
can get. A—

Black Flag: Wasted Again (SST ’88). As

even they may realize eventually, they
never were much of an art band—just such
a good rock and roll band you’d sit still for
their bullshit. Despite the uneven pre-
Damaged tracks, this beer-party compila-
tion sums up their contribution to Western
civilization quite neatly. In retrospect,
their rampaging anomie seems pitilessly
self-critical. They always knew their fun
was fucked; they even knew it wasn’t all
that much fun. But that didn’t fool them
into concluding it was no fun at all, much
less bad or something. A

J. Blackfoot:  City Slicker (Sound Town

>83). “The Way of the City” and “Street
Child” and “Where Is Love’ and the not-
quite-dumb-enough “One of Those Par-
ties” don’t sound like a country boy’s
response to the city—they sound like an
unreconstructed soul journeyman giving
weary moderns everywhere cheap sobs and
snickers they might pay for. But as an un-
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even soul album this scores around 50-50.
“The Way of the City” is on the up side for
its Memphis-New Orleans fusion, one of
the few marks of musical development. In
the old days soul men usually left tunes as
lightly ebullient as “All Because of What
You Did to Me” to the gals, so that’s prog-
ress. And the title rap actually does sound
like a country boy’s response to the city.
Inspirational Verse: “Get the sweetnin’
out of gingerbread and never break the
crust.” B

Black Havana (Capitol ’89). Not a real house

compilation, my sources say, and good—
bet stay-at-homes enjoy these Kenny Ortiz
commissions more than the authentic stuff
on Republic, DJ International, FFRR,
Great Jones. It’s funkier and more tropical
than the club norm—bearing down on
salsa, dancehall, rap—without eschewing
surefire house machinations. For once the
trancy breaks and cries in the night—
“Throw ’Em the Chicken,” ‘“Like This
Like That,” the drugged, distorted “Do It
Steady”—are as haunting as they’re sup-
posed to be. And the way each side breaks
into cool, lush escape music is pure coco-
nut milk. A—

Black Stalin:  You Ask for It (Kalico *84).

Heir to the voluble wit of calypso tradi-
tion, Leroy Calliste is droller than any
Jamaican Rasta you can think of whether
he’s being dragged kicking and jamming
into soca clichés or talking back to a vo-
coder that won’t shut up about “better
days are coming.” With its Cuban horns
and displaced steel drums, the music has
its own witty take on the tradition. And if
1 don’t understand every topical reference,
maybe it’s just as well—any kind of Rasta
going on about ‘“corruption” can get me
laughing out the other side of my mouth
pretty quick. B+

Black Star Liner: Reggae From Africa

(Heartbeat ’83). Because the great African
groove is airborne where the Jamaican is of
the earth, bass-and-drums on this seven-
artist, eight-cut compilation do little more
than follow standard patterns, and the
chantlike tunes remind you how much
Jamaican melodies owe to English hymns
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and nursery rhymes. But that’s in no way
to suggest that this music isn’t captivating
on its own terms. The vocals bear the same
yearning relationship to their more styl-
ized Jamaican inspirations that Jamaican
vocals do to the showier models of U.S.
soul: the need to reach out to the black
diaspora has rarely been more palpable.
And the lyrics, all in English, explain some
whys and wherefores. Original grade: A
minus. B+

Sinsemilla (Mango ’80).
With Sly Dunbar and Robbie Shakespeare
drumming up your basic buzz and Ansel
Collins’s slyly dissonant piano flourishes
catching the occasional fire, this sexually
integrated Jamaican trio get up on music
alone. But only the pan-Africanist theme
songs “World Is Africa” and “No Loaf-
ing” get all the way over. Must reflect the
special enthusiasms of the integrationist
among them, who happens to be Babylo-
nian born and raised. B+
Red (Mango '81). Believe
me, Michael Rose isn't trying to fill any-
body’s shoes—he'd probably rather not
wear shoes. The ululation and ragged sense
of line are pure country, like Jamaican field
hollers; lots of times the songs don’t even
rhyme. But “Youth of Eglington” lets you
know right off that this is a country boy
who reads the papers, and with Rose pour-
ing forth and Sly and Robbie rolling that
rockers riddim, you don’t really care that
it never gets any better. A—
Tear It Up—Live (Mango
’82). Third album’s awful soon for a live
one, you might think, and then notice that
only one of the eight titles is on Red or
Sinsemilla. That’s because six of them can
be found—in clearer, denser, trickier,
scarier, longer versions—on 1979’s Show-
case, available as a Joe Gibbs import.
“Abortion” is anti, natch, and Jah knows
where they can stick it, but you'd never
guess from these remakes how effective it
and all Uhuru’s early songs can be. Here
in Babylon we call this kind of thing a
scam. C—
Chill Out (Island °82). This
hasn’t made itself felt the way Red did for
fairly marginal reasons, hype/timing not
least among them—the need for a new
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Marley becomes less urgent as the self-evi-
dent truth that there ain’t gonna be one is
absorbed. The musical margin is about ur-
gency as well—not the quality of the riffs
and riddims but rather the relative ele-
gance, and detachment, of their execution.
In a music of margins, such fine distinc-
tions encompass worlds of woe that high-
tech pros like Sly and Robbie abandon at
their peril. B+
Anthem (Island ’84).
Uhuru’s three U.S. releases after Red were
so disappointing that I ignored this when
it came out in England late last year, but
I understand why those who didn’t resent
the dub/disco effects now mixed into
“What Is Life?” and ‘“‘Botanical Roots”
and “Try It.” All the songs are so strong
and catchy and righteous—so anthemic—
that it seems perverse to distract from
them in any way. But they’re also so strong
they stand up to the treatment. The plus on
the U.S. version is the cover—Rufus’s
“Somebody’s Watching You” was an in-
teresting choice competently rendered,
while Steve Van Zandt’s “Solidarity” is a
very interesting choice that turns wishful
thinking into dream come true. A
Brutal (RAS ’86). Junior
Reid joins the group ululating in much
the way Michael Rose did before he de-
veloped into a singer, and the big loss is
even more crucial: politics, some rudi-
mentary specificity. But up against the
run of ridmic rhetoricians, they do fine.
Both Reid and Duckie Simpson have a
knack for rhetoric, and while Sly and
Robbie should have pushed Simpson’s
“Reggae With Me” out on the dancefloor
where it belongs, this is their most pyro-
technic production yet—they’ve brought
Babylon back home. B+
Positive (RAS °87). Sly and
Robbie won’t knock you out, but on
Uhuru’s best records they never do—given
the right songs and performances, all they
have to do is make them righter. Junior
Reid is now a raspy soul wailer in com-
mand, which not so paradoxically gives
Duckie Simpson and Puma Jones more
room to express themselves, and harmo-
nize too. And while the bootstrap capital-
ism of the title tune is more Babylonian
than the self-made Reid knows, “Pain”



and “Dry Weather House” and Simp-
son’s climactic “I Create” place blame
with a negativity nonbelievers can relate
to. A—

Rubén Blades: Maestra Vida: Primera

Parte (Fania ’80). Willie Colon’s vocalist
has created a salsa album so artistically
ambitious that it brooks no comparison—a
music drama complete with synopsis and
recorded dialogue that purports to sum up
half a century of NuYorican struggle. As
a non-Spanish-speaker with access to a
privately provided trot, I'm impressed
with his reach, his grasp, and his acting
ability, but as a veteran of rock opera I feel
constrained to note that these things rarely
work as planned even when the audience
knows the language. Since I'm no salsa
expert, I can only observe that both the
studied casualness of the production
style—songs over backtalk, impromptu-
sounding chorus—and the musical-com-
edy overture seem more effective
dramatically than musically. Still, the con-
text helps makes salsa accessible to the
nonexpert. And it’s possible Blades isn’t
just smarter than the Neon Philhar-
monic—he could be smarter than, gosh,
Pete Townshend himself. . B

Rubén Blades:  Maestra Vida: Segunda

Parte (Fania ’80). On a major label, this
would have been disc two of a double-LP,
relieving us of another overture. But the
rock world rarely produces a song as
physically beautiful (or solicitously ob-
served) as “Carmelo, Después (El Viejo
DaSilva).” Too many violins and not
enough clave. But his heart and his head
are in the right place. B

Rubén Blades y Seis del Solar:  Buscando

America (Elektra ’84). The claim that only
racism and lousy promotion denied
Blades’s Maestra Vida diptych the atten-
tion this major label debut has received is
half truism and half one-upping guff. Nor
do I miss the horns that helped make
Siembra, his most renowned Willie Colon
collaboration, an international phenome-
non. The seven-man rhythm section he
sings with here encourages conversational
intimacy and renders irrelevant the high
romanticism classic soneros drown in and
Blades doesn’t have the voice for. It also
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accents the narrative details which Blades
the writer provides in such abundance.
Nor must you know Spanish (or follow the
crib sheet) to enjoy his rhythmic, melodic,
and dramatic subtleties—they’re right
there in the music. Which vagues out only
once—behind the pious generalities of the
eight-minute title track. A—

Rubén Blades y Seis del Solar:  Escenas

(Elektra ’85). From loud syndrums to
choked-up harmonies to generalized lyric,
the Linda Ronstadt duet points up the risk
Blades runs of falling into a modernist ver-
sion of salsa’s romantic overstatement. But
the risk has a payback—whether he’s
synthing up /a melodia or cataloguing in-
ternational freedom fighters, his ability to
skip along the shores of schlock without
ruining his best pair of shoes helps distin-
guish him from middlebrow popularizers.
It might even be what makes “The Song of
the End of the World” a gleeful blowout
rather than some stupid satire. A—

Rubén Blades y Seis del Solar:  Agua de

Luna (Elektra ’87). Establishing his pro-
gressive credentials and his rock creden-
tials simultaneously, Blades commits two
progressive rock errors, relying on synthe-
sizers for texture and literature for aes-
thetic complexity. It’s a measure of his gift
and his freedom from pretension that be-
tween his supple voice and even suppler
groove he induces you to listen to the
damn synths—and that the words sound
(and translate) like they make sense until
you bear down line by line. As I bet Garcia
Mairquez knows, this kind of compression
isn’t realistic or magical, much less both.
It’s an impressionistic code. B

Rubén Blades:  Nothing but the Truth

(Elektra ’88). Although familiarity has
tempered my dismay, my first response to
Blades’s assault on Anglophonia was em-
barrassment—just what WEA needed, an-
other Jackson Browne album. Admittedly,
it’s a pretty good Jackson Browne album,
with various class acts (Uncle Lou, Elvis
C., Sting, and studio luminaries) pitching
in for their (and my) favorite Hispanic lib-
eral. When I'm feeling corny I'm moved by
the AIDS song, the homeless song, and the
barrio song. And except for Sting’s contri-
bution, I’'m impressed by the rest—literate
lyrics about feckless idealism, feckless
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love, and Latin America are never easy to
come by. But that doesn’t mean they're
easy to bring off, and deprived of Seis del
Solar’s rolling undercurrents Blades is
forced to serve them up straight, a skill he
hasn’t practiced like he has his English.
Not that practice would make perfect—cf.
Jackson Browne. B

Rubén Blades y Son del Solar:  An-

The Blasters:

The Blasters:

tecedente (Elektra '88). Coming off a failed
literary album and a failed rock album,
Blades augments a revamped, renamed
Seis del Solar with salsa trombones and
begets a dance album for the people of
Panama. Which kind of leaves his friends
from non-Latino cultures in the lurch—is
this the “real” salsa record of our cross-
over dreams? Beats me. The (translated)
lyrics are intelligently romantic (with an
Indian smuggler smuggled in), and after
the usual unusual effort, I can report that
the tunes are solid, the grooves Latino, and
the vocals proof of a major pop intelli-
gence—he’s revamped the floridity of an
entire tradition in the image of his own
physical limitations. Can you dance to it?
Better than me, I'm sure. B+

American Music (Rollin’
Rock "80). One of two bands cited as proof
that L.A. punks aren’t just bigots with mo-
hawks (the other, the Go-Go’s, has—
gulpl—girls in it), these rock and rollers
don’t quite fit their rockabilly revivalist pi-
geonhole. Where the average Whitecat is
so pencil-necked he can hardly hold up an
acoustic bass, they have muscles, and
where the average Rockin’ Ronnie Weiser
signing is a barely literate has-been who
never really was, they have brains and po-
tential. Or so songs like “Barn Burning”
and, believe it or not, ‘“American Music”
lead one to believe. They do get that chick-
enshit Scotty Moore guitar sound right,
though. With Ronnie at the boards, they
don’t have much choice. B+
The Blasters (Slash ’81).
Ex-Canned Heat piano man Gene Taylor
and a horn section anchored by New Or-
leans’s own Mr. Lee Allen wreck that neo-
billy image, as do the three reempowered
remakes from their debut. Neobilly's just
an excuse that lets them play blues—plus
r&b, country, New Orleans, all the unfash-
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ionable vernaculars they love—to a young
and hungry audience in a recharged dra-
matic context. If the originals work better
than the covers, that’s partly because Phil
Alvin’s expressive moan does sound
pinched sometimes, so even when you
don’t know the source recording (which
you probably don’t), you can imagine it
fuller. And it's partly because Dave Alvin
is a songwriter with John Fogerty’s bead
on the wound-tight good times of Amer-
ica’s tough white underbelly. A—
Over There: Live at the
Venue, London (Slash EP ’82). If you
want to give the EP a bad name, stick to
bands like Devo and the Chartbusters.
These guys are too good for a quickie, but
though the songs they choose are classic,
they cover them only adequately. B
Non Fiction (Slash ’83).
“Train whistle cries / lost on its own
track” could be half a haiku for Hank Wil-
liams should these American traditional-
ists ever turn Japanese, and if “Leaving” is
worthy of George Jones, “Bus Station”
and “It Must Be Love” pick up where
Tom T. Hall left off. None of which is code
for countrybilly—this is r&b Jerry Lee
could be proud of. It’s just that Dave Alvin
writes with an objective colloquial inten-
sity that fits the straight-ahead dedication
of his cross-racial and -generational band
the way James Taylor’s ingrown whimsy
suited the laid-backs he hung with. In
other words, Dave might qualify as the last
great singer-songwriter if only he was a
singer. And brother Phil is. Original grade:
A minus. A
Hard Line (Slash '85). Non
Fiction imagined a world in which the
American music the Blasters love re-
mained the common tongue of ordinary
guys, guys whose connection to their cul-
tural history helped them understand
where they were—not in control, but at
least conscious. The follow-up attempts to
reach those ordinary guys with producers
and stereo and more drums and no horns
and a John Cougar Mellencamp song, and
also with the kind of fancy stuff that comes
naturally—accordion here, acoustic ver-
sion there, Jordanaires all over the place,
and the Jubilee Train Singers on a fiercely
joyous remake of “Samson and Delilah,”



which with its ancient threat to tear this
building down is good reason not to fret
about philosophical retreat. As are “Dark
Night,” about a race murder, and “Com-
mon Man,” about some president or other,
their two most pointedly political tracks
ever. What’s softened is the bite of the
writing—where Non Fiction nailed specif-
ics (plastic seats, repentant husband wip-
ing ashes off the bed), here Dave Alvin
settles (or works) for a level of generaliza-
tion suitable to pop. Guess he’s decided
that sometimes ordinary guys don’t want
things spelled out so fine. He may be
right. A

Blondie:  Autoamerican (Chrysalis ’80).

It’s odd at best that the two hits and the
two high points are the two songs predi-
cated on black sources—the resourceful
reggae cover “The Tide Is High” and the
genius rap rip ‘“Rapture” (which stands,
let me assure my fellow Flash fans, as the
funniest, fondest joke she ever told on her-
self). Elsewhere power pop turns power
cabaret and Sgt. Pepper turns white album,
only without Lennon-McCartney, or even
McCartney. Debbie sings better all the
time, but a better singer than she’ll ever be
couldn’t save “T-Birds,” or “Faces.” They
got what they wanted and now what? Orig-
inal grade: B plus. B—

Blondie:  The Best of Blondie (Chrysalis

’81). This could convince the unwary lis-
tener that they’re the great mindless pop
band they pose as—songs from all over the
place cohere as if they were created only to
get on the radio. Nor is this impression
discouraged by the tactful Mike Chapman
remixes that bring three early efforts into
the new wave age. But go back to Parallel
Lines, or the first side of Plastic Letters,
and recall how an art band makes songs
cohere—it creates them to go on a record.
If they also get on the radio, that means the
scam worked. A—

Blondie:  The Hunter (Chrysalis 82). I've

feuded for years with moralists who ac-
cused the band of abandoning a lowbrow
purity they never claimed in the first place,
but this is a lousy record by any stan-
dard—the pop, the eclectic, even the arty.
That Debbie is writing all the lyrics is only
symptomatic—the tragedy is that of an ab-

Alpha Blondy:
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sorptive, synthetic talent trying to find its
essence, a doomed project that’s doubly
disorienting because she’s canny enough
not to believe in “‘self-expression” per se.
Instead she gallumphs about in search of
referents, referents she seemed to locate
naturally back when she could walk the
Bowery without a disguise. C

Blondie: See also Debbie Harry/Blondie

Apartheid Is Nazism
(Shanachie '87). Reggae from a multilin-
gual Ivory Coast star who puts message up
front, this probably wouldn’t get over on
words even if you understood Mandingue
or Dioula—in French and English, the
politics are naive and toothless. As usual in
West African pop, the voice is too mild,
and as usual in West African reggae, the
rhythm section is too buoyant. But glanc-
ing off such dance tunes as “Idjidja” and
“Kiti” and, yes, ““Come Back Jesus” (not
to mention the base-covering “Sébé Allah
Yé”), the singing completes an eloquently
transatlantic groove—Afropop dread, a
fast-flowing stream whose depth can’t be
fathomed. This achievement is also very
West African. B+

Alpha Blondy and the Wailers: Jerusa-

lem (Shanachie '88). There’s something
suspect about this ex-Manhattanite turned
part-time Parisian and his multilingual Is-
lamic reggae from Abidjan—he’s a third-
world marketer’s dream even if he's
marketing himself. But at worst he puts
out a finer grade of generic Wailers than
Rita’s ever going to front, and three cuts
sound like acts of genius rather than
strokes of luck: the otherwise Franco-
phone “Kalachnikov Love,” whatever that
means (and I want to know); ““Jerusalem,”
slipping with a sly presumption of inno-
cence from basic English to pidgin He-
brew, pidgin Arabic, and pidgin French;
and “Travailler C'Est Trop Dur,” which
breaks his loping skank into a pretty gal-
lop. After all, there’s something suspect
about Prince, too. B+

Alpha Blondy: Cocody Rock!!! (Shanachie

’88). Released Stateside more than four
years after it was recorded, this proves he’s
subject to the usual concepts of stylistic
development—Ilikable hit-plus-filler that
sounds crude after what followed. B—
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The Prophets (Capitol
’89). Praying that he’s Bob Marley, the
U.S. major bites. And gets a professional
reggae album with the drums too loud,
sliding gradually from felt convention to
grooveful genre work. Most remarkable
thing about it is the dedication to *‘the
planet Earth” and various oddly spelled
principals in the battle for Israel. B
Revolution (Shanachie
’89). Finally the great weird one he had in
him. Its seven cuts include a chanson in
Dioula, a crude, endearingly right-on
crossover bid called “Rock and Roll Rem-
edy,” and the Solar System vamping for
ten minutes behind a speech by Cote d’I-
voire’s 84-year-old president Félix Hou-
phouét-Boigny, a Francophile bourgeois
as unrevolutionary as any head of state in
Africa. Wish my French was up to what
the Old Man is saying; wish my Dioula
was up to what the songs about bleeding
and elections are saying. I do know that
the lead love song ends up in a mental
hospital, because it's in English. A—

Blotto: [ Wanna Be a Lifeguard (Per-

formance '87). One of indie rock’s greatest
failure stories, they burst upon us in 1980
with the title tune, a novelty number at
least as hilarious as “Snoopy vs. the Red
Baron” (which couldn’t have cracked
commercial radio in the boring commer-
cial '80s either, I bet). Here they compile
a best-of from their DIY EPs/LPs for a
slightly larger DIY concern—they would
have been happy to sign with a major, but
not for shit money, no sir. In among the
mildly amusing and hopelessly unfunny
you'll find the definitive top-40 bar-band
parody “(We Are) The Nowtones.” The
metal parody they don’t have the chops
for. C+

Kurtis Blow:  Kurtis Blow (Mercury '80).

Ramones fans will claim his first-beat
sledgehammer is monotonous; I enjoy its
simplicity just like I do the Ramones’. Not
as much, I admit—"All I Want in the
World (Is To Find That Girl)” would be a
retarded change of pace even if Kurtis
talked it, and he doesn’t. But though it
bodes ill for both his rhythms and his poli-

Kurtis Blow:

Kurtis Blow:

tics, the bare competence of his Bachman-
Turner Overdrive cover has special charm,
and his hit metapun is a true break-
through. B+

Kurtis Blow:  Deuce (Mercury ’81). It's

hard to believe six different social observ-
ers collaborated on these raps—*‘‘Take It
to the Bridge,” the throwaway boast, is
more meaningful than “Starlife,” the wish-
ful single—and Kurtis’s natural singsong
makes me grind my teeth. But the light,
spare, clean, catchy, inauthentic funk rings
my bell—every cut, every time. B+

Kurtis Blow:  Tough (Mercury '82). The

title track breaks out more breaks, “Baby,
You’ve Got to Go”” makes the most of its
bad sexual politics, and the rhythm trib-
utes are rhythmic enough. But even on a
five-song mini his speech rhythms wear as
thin as his singing, which he still hopes is
his future. B

Kurtis Blow:  Party Time? (Mercury '83).

If Kurtis’s strongest album has a problem,
it’s Kurtis, who despite his quick lips and
habit of command doesn’t sound entirely
at home with all this lovingly streetified
social-awareness-you-can-dance-to.  But
who ever said rap was about words? The
muscular funk that powered the sound sys-
tems when Kurtis was coming up com-
bines with the digitalia that shakes the
B-boxes now and some well-placed hook
riffs to get him through the hyperconscious
patches. Time 27:35. List: $5.98. A—
Ego Trip (Mercury °84).
After declaring for revolution, always a
good move, Kurtis slips in a sidelong “to
the next phase,” and he’s clearly trying to
get there. But unlike his cut buddies in
Run-D.-M.C,, he’s a little too headlong to
make much music out of the shifts and
starts of spare synths, and his political
rhymes don’t evince the acuteness of ob-
servation and fellow feeling one values in
a revolutionary. B-—
America (Mercury '85).
Blow’s pop credibility soared when he fi-
nally got one of his precious femme cho-
ruses on the radio, ruining the otherwise
serviceable ‘“‘Basketball” rap. There's
nothing quite so intrusive here, and Blow’s
singing has come up some—in fact, he’s
now just what the world needed, another
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serviceable funk loverboy. Fortunately, he
can still talk that talk, and his reunion with
Davy DMX makes a lot of noise. B

Blow-Up: Easy Knowledge (Polar *84). Six

out of eight songs on this half-hour-plus
“EP” get to the heart of smart teen disillu-
sion, which is as much as I ever expect of
the L.A.-spawned nuevo-Nuggets ap-
proach. The Standells cover sounds like
Dylan and states Blow-Up’s credo, which
in the great smart-teen tradition comes
perilously close to making a fashion state-
ment about not conforming to style. Of
course they look up to Steve Wynn and
Dan Stuart—they’re young in L.A. Jim
Carroll takes imagination. A—

Sugar Blue:  Cross Roads (Europa ’'81).

You may remember his harmonica from
“Miss You” (or if you're lucky Johnny
Shines’s Too Wet To Plow), but if you
figured he could sing at all you didn’t guess
his voice would be as rich and mellifluous
as his harp, more King Pleasure than Lit-
tle Walter. Nor would you have predicted
an existential blues in the style of Mark-
Almond. Original grade: A minus. B

Blue Angel (Polydor ’80).
There’s a lyric sheet for some reason, and
God knows the colorized cover cultivates
a look, but the selling point of this uptown
power pop is Cyndi Lauper’s cute, zaftig
voice—the songs all feature little toon-
tricks designed to show off its swoops and
swells. Try the band feature, a *50s cover
that goes “Wo, wo, cut out,” and the auto-
biographical ’50s tribute, “Late.” C+

The Bluebells (Sire EP
’83). Leading up to a stirring chorus and
going out on a rousing coda (more stirring
and rousing on the London import 12-
inch, I must report), “Cath” is one of those
pop strokes that’ll show up on anthologies
with “Turning Japanese” and ‘Starry
Eyes” in 2001. Brendan Behan’s “Patriots
Game” shoulda been a Dylan song. “Ev-
erybody’s Somebody’s Fool” ain’t bad.
Original grade: B plus. B

Arthur Blythe:
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Da-Da (Columbia ’86).
Blythe is a major musician and except for
one piece of dinky funk this passes pleas-
antly enough, but its conceptual confusion
epitomizes jazz’s commercial impasse. Not
only does Blythe play safe every which
way, but there’s no logic to his successes.
You wouldn’t figure the synthed-up ballad
from Brazilian pop romantic Djavan to
generate more atmosphere than the read-
ings from Coltrane and Roland Hanna. Or
Kelvyn Bell to provide the album’s liveli-
est moment on the other funk attempt. Or
the neat remake of “Odessa” to generate
respectable heat up against the wild one on
1979’s Lenox Avenue Breakdown, back
when there was reason to hope Black Ar-
thur would beat this shit. B

BoDeans: Love and Hope and Sex and

Dreams (Slash '86). Leading off, “She’s a
Runaway” is a pleasant shock: he abused
her, she shot him. Enough to make you
imagine they embrace postroots to ad-
vance if not subvert it. Whereupon they get
down catchy wimmin songs that could
have been written and forgotten twenty
years ago, though “Misery” is recom-
mended to George Strait. B—

Bohannon: Alive (Phase II1’81). Indifferent

to concepts like “content” and “original-
ity,” this casual dance-hit rip cycles (and
recycles) about three basic riffs and some
raucous yowsah-yowsah into an album
that divides into irresistibly inspired A side
and delightfully tossed-off B as surely as
any New Orleans novelty or rockabilly
romp. If you’re tired of getting your rhyth-
mic jollies from well-meaning art students,
give this natural Afro-American a try.
Original grade: A minus. B+

Dedication (EMI
America '81). This is impressive and good-
hearted. Not only did B. Springsteen get a
record deal for the rock and roller whose
oldies have been topping B.’s show since
whenever, he got him a hit. Featuring the
voice of none other than B. Springsteen,
who comes more naturally to these impres-
sive, good-hearted, new B. Springsteen
songs (as well as the Dylan and Browne
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and Lennon-McCartney oldies) than the
rock and roller. For one thing, B. has more
soul. C+

The Bongos:  Drums Along the Hudson

(PVC ’82). Although these casually lapi-
dary popsongs sounded slight as singles,
they gain authority laid down seven or
eight to a side. But for all their jumpy orig-
inality they’re still slight, and Richard Ba-
rone’s lyrics are so oblique you have to
wonder what his angle is. Growing up isn’t
that confusing—or that personal. B+

Bongwater:  Double Bummer (Shimmy-

Disc ’88). The whole two-record set teeters
on the edge of in-joke, avant-bullshit, and
not-for-profit self-indulgence. But where
the found tape documentaries w/neoex-
pressionist noodling are exactly as interest-
ing as their sources (surreal pre-Watergate
Nixon, the standard radio evangelist), Ann
Magnuson’s rock dreams and Chinese
“Dazed and Confused” and Monkees
cover and straight satirical Tuli Kupfer-
berg chantey have the unjudgmental plas-
ticity of the best camp. Can’t quite claim
she’s worth the price of admission—a tal-
ent to watch, say. B

Bon Jovi:  Slippery When Wet (Mercury

’86). Sure seven million teenagers can be
wrong, but their assent is not without a
certain documentary satisfaction. Yes, it
proves that youth rebellion is toothless
enough to simulate and market. But who
the hell thought youth was dangerous in
the current vacuum? Would you have pre-
ferred the band market patriotism? And
are you really immune to “Livin’ on a
Prayer”? B—

Bon Jovi:  New Jersey (Mercury '88). I see

three ways to take the transparently
pseudo Springsteenian sincerity of Jon’s
bid to improve his artistic reputation and
his platinum multiple at the same time.
You could lie back and enjoy its giant
hooks, identifying with the masses all the
while. You could cheer its de facto decon-
struction of rock ‘“‘authenticity.” Or you
could blow lunch. As someone who
learned to love “Livin® on a Prayer” in
heavy rotation at a swimming pool, I re-
serve the right to choose option one upon

Boogie Down Productions:

suitable stimulus from somebody else’s
radio. Now pass the bucket. C+

The Boogie Boys: City Life (Capitol ’85).

“Here is proof that rapp is music,” only
don’t worry, it isn’t as bad as that. Just
another electrofunk-based albumm from
B-boys stale before their time. They spin
off some unlikely rhymes—*“bank ac-
counts” and ‘“name’s pronounced,” fresh
indeed—and a great many insults that boil
down to “you don’t smell good.” And for
better or worse, they never emanate more
charm than when they sing a sad it-ain’t-
me-babe called “Runnin’ From Your
Love.” Original grade: B. B—

Criminal
Minded (B Boy '87). Though one’s moral-
istic quibbles do recede as history demon-
strates how much worse things can get and
how little music has to do with it, KRS-
One’s talk of fucking virgins and blowing
brains out will never make him my B-boy
of the first resort. I could do without the
turf war, too—from the Lower East Side,
not to mention Kingston or Kinshasa (or
Podunk), Queens and the South Bronx are
both def enough. But his mind is complex
and exemplary—he’s sharp and articulate,
his idealism more than a gang-code and his
confusion profound. And Scott LaRock
was a genius. Sampling blues metal as well
as James Brown, spinning grooves to toast
by, blind-siding the beat with grunts and
telephones and dim backtalk, he was spare
and rich simultaneously. Music will miss
him more than Jaco Pastorius and Will
Shatter put together. B+

Boogie Down Productions: By All Means

Necessary (Jive '88). Deprived of the great
murdered beatmaster Scott LaRock,
KRS-One is reduced to a stark minimal-
ism that matches his mood: still brandish-
ing his piece on the cover, he’s as serious
as Jesse inside, occasionally pretentious
but never full of himself. He criticizes the
self-proclaimed kings of a scene too dem-
ocratic to support royalty and the self-
proclaimed godfathers of a scene too
young to have an old school, identifies
tribalism as the white man’s game, and
comes out strong for peace through
strength. Only “Jimmy" is much fun, and



“Jimmy” is a condom commercial. But at
his best—“Stop the Violence,” which
might conceivably catch black radio in a
community-spirited moment of weak-
ness—he’s as complex and cold-eyed as
the kings themselves, with two extras:
he’s not middle-class and he’s on a mis-
sion. B+

Boogie Down Productions: GhettoMusic:

The Blueprint of Hip Hop (Jive ’89).
KRS-One isn’t just serious, he aspires to
sainthood, and tough noogs if you think
that makes him “boring” or “pretentious”
or any of that racist, anti-intellectual
cant—he comes so close that the whole of
the record is greater than the minimalism
of its blueprint stylee. Austerely sampled
or all the way live, the music per se is
almost hookless and swingless. But the
dubwise skank of his natural groove car-
ries his rhymes when the rhymes don’t
capture the consciousness like a good hook
should. Though I wish he didn’t feel com-
pelled to argue what color Moses was,
his fundamental conceit—a peace harder
than violence—is visionary. And when
he takes no shit from the police, 1 say
amen. B+

James Booker: New Orleans Piano Wiz-

ard: Live! (Rounder ’81). Booker’s legend-
ary prestidigitation put me off at first—this
is the most ornate piano style ever to es-
cape New Orleans, and I prefer my boogie
sans soupcons of Chopin and Tatum.
Eventually, though, his arpeggios, harmo-
nies, and insidious timing create an irre-
sistible roller coaster effect—I even started
to groove with the dips and slides of his
singing. Believe me, “‘On the Sunny Side of
the Street” was never like this before and
will never be the same again. A—

James Booker:  Classified (Rounder ’83).

This is palpably more strident. The Long-
hair medley just isn’t as sly and delicate as
it should be, and in general there’s too
much reliance on the left hand, with the
consequent loss of dynamic subtlety com-
pounded by a klutzy drum mix. But except
on his unintentional travesty of “King of
the Road,” Booker’s forthright way with
songs like “All Around the World” and
“Lawdy Miss Clawdy” and even “Hound
Dog” has a barroom feel missing from the

Boulevard of Broken Dreams:
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live disc. And the glorious schmaltz of
“Swedish Rhapsody” was intended by an
artist with a passion for camp. B+

The Boomtown Rats:  Greatest Hits (Co-

lumbia ’87). A decade ago, Bob Geldof had
a bright idea: he pretended to be a punk.
Since then he’s thought mostly about
shouldering his world-historical mission,
and though that hasn’t precluded more
bright ideas, none of them has involved his
music. B-—-

Duke Bootee: Bust Me Out (Mercury '84).

Yes indeed, the man can sing, though
given that he made his name as a musician
and writer I’'m equally gratified he can rap.
Competently in both cases. The difference
comes in what he sings or raps. The songs
are standard funk fare, the raps his most
pointed and bent since “The Message.”
And Doug Wimbish and crew make es-
cape from Sugarhill sound like freedom
now. B4

Bootsy: See Bootsy Collins.

Boston:  Third Stage (MCA ’86). Never

again can us wiseasses call it corporate
rock without thinking twice. Whatever
possessed Tom Scholz to spend seven years
perfecting this apparently unoccupied ar-
ticulation of an art-metal thought extinct
years ago, it wasn’t megaplatinum ambi-
tion. He’s more like the Archbishop of
Latter-Day Arena Rock, perfecting majes-
tic guitar sounds and angelic vocals for
hockey-rink cathedrals the world over—
and also, since he’s patently reluctant to
venture from his studio retreat, elegiac
melodies suitable to a radio ministry. If he
seems more hobbyist than artist, more
Trekkie than Blind Boy Grunt, that’s no
reason to get snobbish. And no reason to
listen, either. C

It’s the
Talk of the Town and Other Sad Songs
(Hannibal ’89). In which sixteen Nether-
landers pay pomo tribute to near-tragic
pop like “I Cover the Waterfront,” “I Get
Along Without You Very Well,” and “A
Cottage for Sale.” About half the songs
(the earliest from 1927, the latest from
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1949) are new to me, and if I'd grown up
with the originals, I might find the concep-
tual distancing a distortion, even a sacri-
lege. But at this late date it’s their
salvation. The four vocalists, who betray
just enough accent to remind you where
they're coming from, honor the era’s well-
enunciated conventions with care, and Ro-
land Brunt’s jazzy sax undercuts the
violins without patting itself on the chops.
If they were French they’d overdo the
camp or the sincerity, but the Dutch have
the mercantilist knack of respecting a cul-
ture for its natural resources. In fact, at
this remove they probably understand it
better than we do. A—

Jungle Cowboy
(JMT import '87). Though there could be
more flesh on the voice and more sass in
the lyrics, Johnny Watson (with shades of
Mose Allison, and, well, Blood Ulmer)
isn’t such a bad vocal model for a guitar
player who wants to better himself. Nice
Memphis Slim cover, too. And mostly,
nice guitar-based jazz-rock, intense and
funky, with sidemen from both sides of the
synthesis and not a whiff of “fusion”—the
kind of small gift that suggests the genre is
still good for bigger ones. B+

Scary Monsters (RCA Vic-
tor '80). No concepts, no stylistic excur-
sions, no avant collaborations—this
songbook may be the most conventional
album he’s ever put his name on. Vocally
it can be hard to take—if ‘“Teenage Wild-
life” parodies his chanteur mode on pur-
pose the joke’s not worth the pain, and if
you think Tom Verlaine can’t sing, check
out “Kingdom Come”—though anyone
vaguely interested has already made peace
with that. Lyrically it’s too facile as usual,
though the one about Major Tom’s jones
gets me every time. And musically, it apo-
theosizes his checkered past, bringing you
up short with a tune you'd forgotten you
remembered or a sonic that scrunches your
shoulders or a beat that keeps you on your
feet when your coccyx is moaning sit
down. B+
Let’s Dance (EMI America
'83). Anyone who wants Dave’s $17 mil-
lion fling to flop doesn’t understand how

David Bowie:

David Bowie:

Bow Wow Wow:

little good motives have to do with good
rock and roll. Rodgers & Bowie are a rich
combo in the ways that count as well as the
ways that don’t, and this stays up through-
out, though its perfunctory professional
surface does make one wonder whether
Bowie-the-thespian really cares much
about pop music these days. “Modern
Love” is the only interesting new song,
the remakes are pleasantly pointless,
and rarely has such a lithe rhythm player
been harnessed to such a flat groove.
Which don’t mean the world won’t
dance to it. B
Tonight (EMI America
’84). What makes Bowie a worthy enter-
tainer is his pretensions, his masks, the
way he simulates meaning. He has no spe-
cial gift for convincing emotions or good
tunes—when he works at being “merely”
functional he’s merely dull, or worse. With
Nile Rodgers gone, the dance potential of
the second album of his professional phase
is negligible, and he’s favoring the tired
usages that have been the downfall of an
entire generation of English twits. In this
setting, not even Leiber-Stoller’s long-ne-
glected “I Keep Forgetting”” makes much
of an impression. C
Never Let Me Down (EMI1
America '87). Maybe he’s lost touch so
completely that he’s reduced to cannibaliz-
ing himself just when the market dictates
the most drastic image shift of his chame-
leon career. But maybe this is just his way
of melding two au courant concepts,
Springsteenian rock and multiproducer
crossover. After all, why pay good money
to outsiders when your own trunk of dis-
guises is there for the rummaging? Of
course, crossover artistes can generally
sing. When Bowie wants to play the vocal-
ist, he still puts on a bad Anthony Newley
imitation. C+

David Bowie: See Tin Machine

Your Cassette Pet (EMI
import cassette "80). Only two great songs
on this eight-selection shorty—all the rest
is Antmusic. It’s certainly true, though,
that Adam’s old backup boys display a lot
more verve and cheek and high good
humor than the new ones. Not only that,
“Sexy Eiffel Towers™ and the sly, loving,
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brazen “Louis Quatorze” almost justify
Malcolm McLaren’s dubious project of in-
venting a sex life for his fourteen-year-old
Galatea. B+

Bow Wow Wow:  See Jungle! See Jungle!

Go Join Your Gang Yeah! City All Over,
Go Ape Crazy (RCA Victor '81). You
don’t play Afrobeats with a surf band’s
chops—what makes real African music
captivating is a tonal range so subtle it
creates little hooks among the poly-
rhythms. Yet a lot of this transcends its
own klutziness. M. McLaren’s propagan-
distic conceits are so outrageous they’re
comical, especially in a little samba called
“Hello, Hello Daddy (I'll Sacrifice You)”
(“Eat the heart of my kith and kin!/
That’s what I'm interested in!”). And the
good-legged adolescent grace and vivacity
of the wondrous Annabella touch my heart
every time she opens her mouth. B+

Bow Wow Wow:  The Last of the Mohi-

cans (RCA Victor EP ’82). This Kenny
Laguna-produced attempt to convince the
record company that Annabella is Joan
Jett opens with a cover of the Strangeloves’
“I Want Candy” that isn’t as pointless as
one might wish—Annabella being female,
the oral metaphors instantly evoke toffee-
on-a-stick, and don’t think Malc doesn’t
know it. There’s also the nubile “Louis
Quatorze,” remade in what would be re-
cord time for anybody but Malc. And
three more sexual fantasies, the most out-
rageous (and sexiest) of which concerns a
consensual gang bang. Unfortunately, An-
nabella’s Debbie Harry impression on that
one doesn’t convince me she’s of age. B

Bow Wow Wow: I Want Candy (RCA

Victor *82). Ever the creative marketer,
Malcolm McLaren bestows upon the
world a compilation comprising the dubi-
ous if sexy Last of the Mohicans, a throwa-
way instrumental, and four cuts—good,
though not top-notch—from the band’s
still estimable debut LP for this label.
Which is preferred unless you don’t own
“Louis Quatorze” in one of its prolifer-
ating versions, and maybe even if you
do. B—
Twelve Original Record-
ings (Capitol '82). Ever the creative mar-
keter, Malcolm McLaren sticks the
purportedly never-to-be-vinylized Your

Bow Wow Wow:
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Cassette Pet together with almost every-
thing else his latest victims recorded for
EMI. Docked the max for lying. E
When the Going Gets
Tough, the Tough Get Going (RCA Vic-
tor '83). Mike Chapman adds few if any
hooks and Annabella Lwin shockingly lit-
tle verve to their pattering Afrobeats.
None of Malcolm McLaren’s pubescent-
sex fantasies was half as dumb or exploita-
tive as “Aphrodisiac.” And though I'm
glad they’re expressing themselves, only
the glorious “Rikki Dee” (“I work at the
WC”) tells me any teenage news [ hadn’t
guessed. C+

Boyoyo Boys:  Back in Town (Rounder

’87). The lead voice of the band that
changed Paul Simon’s life isn’t a voice, it’s
a rather thin and monotonous alto saxo-
phone, devoid of vibrato or growl—
though if the unidentified player had the
personality of, say Oliver Lake, he'd still
be overmatched by any of dozens of South
African singers you can hear. Ain’t all that
much going on below, either. Take it one
cut at a time. B

Hardpore Cornogra-
phy (RCA Victor EP ’83). In which the
Nashville cynic conceives his own tribute
quickie, this one chockablock with Homer
& Jethro homages. What a demo—Don &
Phil are already fans of “The Elderly
Brothers,” and that punny George Jones
imitator Elvis Costello will eat up “I Lob-
ster but Never Flounder.” But who can
measure “Dolly Parton’s Hits”? B+

Very Sinatra (Finesse '82).
At fifty-five, cornetist Braff has eleven
years on the object of his veneration, but
that’s not why he adores melody so much
more effectively than Frank these days. It’s
that in the end he’s just as devoted to craft
and a lot more modest about it; he has less
talent, I suppose, but more taste. And it’s
taste above all that enables one to make a
convincing case for the ersatz elegance of
traditional pop. A—

Brewing Up With Billy
Bragg (CD ’84). Nice lad, always votes
Labour, means well with the girls. So why
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does he subtitle this modest collection of
songs-with-electric-guitar “‘a puckish sat-
ire on contemporary mores’? Some believe
he’s wiser than he knows. I suspect he’s
not as smart as he thinks he is. [Later avail-
able as part of Elektra’s Back to Basics
compilation.] B—
Talking to the Taxman
About Poetry (Elektra '86). How could
one deny such a fine young man, especially
with his harsh guitar and gratifying piano
or trumpet reflecting his Clashy lineage
when one thinks about it? That depends on
how much one resents having to think
about it. The lyrics are another matter—
they’re made to be thought about. Only
soon one realizes that the politics, his forte
if not his raison d’étre, are surprisingly
clunky. And that when it comes to the
cons and pros of getting married he never
misses a trick. B+
Help Save the Youth of
Awmerica: Live and Dubious (Elektra EP
’88). It isn’t music that makes Bragg so
much fun live, so I'm not surprised that
the songs are as flat here as in their studio
versions—especially since some of them
are studio versions. And live fun feeds on
context, so I'm not surprised either that
the stage patter translates poorly—espe-
cially since Bragg takes the task of trans-
lation so literally that he provides
the Russian version of his remarks on
the Moscow-recorded title tune. The
video will no doubt feature somebody
signing. B—
Workers Playtime (Elektra
'88). He’s got a way with a tune and
even some money. So maybe it's time to
wonder why he has such big problems.
Why are women always rejecting him?
And why are the people always rejecting
him? Not completely, of course—he’s a
modest success. But in both arenas he
falls far short of his putative expecta-
tions, and I smell a reason in the barely
concealed sob he can’t get rid of. From
unjust justice all the way to hopeless
love, the catch in the throat is kind of se-
ductive—until it starts to make you sick.
This is the voice of a man who expects
defeat—not only does he feel born to
lose, but he doesn’t have what it takes to
throw a good wake. So why should the

The Brains:

The Brains:
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working class follow him to the cross-
roads? Why should Mary? B

The Brains (Mercury ’80).
From Steve Lillywhite’s loud-with-portent
upscale of the perfect “Money Changes
Everything” to two atrocious Alfredo Vil-
lar songs that would fit fine on a Queen
album, their magnified shortcomings are
an object lesson in major label meets new
wave—the compromises undermine art
and commerce simultaneously. Fortu-
nately, Tom Gray’s gray matter prevails—
life has blessed him with a college
education and proximity to the Sex Pistols’
U.S. debut. Unlike the power-pop boys,
he’s seen down to the woman underneath
his girls, and just because he plays organ
doesn’t mean he can’t punch it up. Lost
rock and rollers in a provincial capital, the
Brains are the real Iron City Houserock-
ers—forward-looking  yet tradition-
drenched entertainment. A—
Electronic Eden (Mercury
’81). Put in enough time with this one and
despite its dull initial impact every track
will give up a hook—a dull hook, perhaps,
but in these brite days there’s a kind of
satisfaction in that. The problem is that the
hooks don’t connect to much—when the
most memorable lyric on the follow-up is
about how that guy has got her hypno-
tized, you begin to wonder just what
money has changed, and how. B

The Ascension (99 °'81).
Okay, so he makes hot ‘“‘experimental’
(“‘serious™) (“‘classical”) (‘“‘new”) music.
What we wanna know is whether it’s
cool rock and roll (*‘rock’™). Not by me.
It's great sonically, with ringing over-
tones that remind me of a carillon or the
Byrds, but the beat’s overstated and the
sense of structure (i.e. climax) mired in
nineteenth-century corn. This can be en-
dearing in Pete Townshend or Bruce
Springsteen (maybe even opera), but it
sounds weak-minded in an artist of such
otherwise austere means. B.

Dollar Brand: African  Marketplace

(Elektra '80). More than any other jazz
musician I know of, the South African pi-
anist doesn’t just honor and evoke popular



traditions, he redefines them, injecting his
Ellingtonian structures with r&b-based
urban dance rhythms and strange (to us)
tribal voicings. As often as not his band
projects a crudely gorgeous songfulness
most unjazzlike in its simplicity—folklike
tunes repeat obligingly, ostinatos just don’t
quit. Take the synthesis for the patriotism
of an exile who believes in the wisdom of
his people and his land and refuses to in-
dulge his alienation from both. A—

Dollar Brand: See also Abdullah Ibrahim

Brazil Classics I: Beleza Tropical (Sire ’89).

1 have to tip my hat to any record that
can induce me to dig rockpoets Caetano
Veloso (four tracks) and Milton Nas-
cimento (two), both of whom I've re-
sisted (uneasily, but with increasing
vehemence) for a decade. But in fact my
pleasure is more like grudging respect or
bemused enjoyment—I admire the Arto
Lindsay—translated lyrics, hum along in
unguarded moments. Fact is, every certi-
fied auteur on this unexceptionable com-
pilation could support a fetching best-of.
Fact also is, the only ones I'm sure I'd
dig would be by Gilberto Gil (three), an
old fave, and Jorge Ben (two), whom
David Byrne has sold me on. B+

The Breakfast Club (A&M ’85). Disco domo

emeritus Keith Forsey is the great spirit
behind this consumer fraud. He even
wrote the Simple Minds hit, which in a
rare moment of aesthetic perspicuity
they’'ve disowned, as well as utterly neg-
ligible songs for such artistes as Eliza-
beth Daily, Karla DeVito, and Wang
Chung. Plus one, two, three, four instru-
mentals. D—

Breakin’ (Polydor ’84). Only students of se-

condhand black need sample this de
facto El Lay hip hop sampler. Ollie and
Jerry’s title hit can be purchased sepa-
rately, as can Carol Lynn Townes’s
“991/2” should that strike your fancy. And
you’ll never notice side two until “Ain’t
Nobody”’—not when Chaka starts singing,
but when the keyboard intro comes on. I
mean, El Lay hip hop is nothing but key-
board intros. B—

Breaking Circus:
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The Very Long Fuse
(Homestead EP ’85). A guitar band with
drum machine, as Chicago as Big Black or
industrial dance music. Or maybe Big
Black is industrial dance music. Well, this
isn’t—it’s hard-edged rock and roll, more
like Australia’s Celibate Rifles than Bri-
tannia’s identically configured Three
Johns. In standard postpunk mode, the ap-
peal is sound not sense—the good lyrics
come in snatches at best. But the sound
would never have caught my ear without
the completely realized “(Knife in the)
Marathon,” a dark tale of Olympic racism,
or terrorism, or simple skulduggery. B+

Edie Brickell & New Bohemians:

Shooting Rubberbands at the Stars
(Geffen ’88). Her Suzanne Vega voice is
jazzed up with glowing slips and slides that
recall Jo Mama’s long-forgotten Abigale
Haness. Her well-named boys are nuevo-
hippies with chops, also like Jo Mama, a
braver band they probably never heard of.
Her lyrics are escapist as a matter of con-
viction—Don’t let me get too deep,” she
implores, as if she could if she tried. I await
the Jo Mama CD. B—

The Bridge: A Tribute to Neil Young (Caro-

line *89). The boho life certainly is rife with
irony—having started out as punks, vari-
ous avant-garagists find themselves paying
respects to Johnny Rotten’s favorite hip-
pie. Less ironic is that Young and Rotten
got rich and they didn’t, which is partly
the times, but also partly because they
have less to say. They parody, they imitate,
they cover, sometimes two or three at
once, not because they’re complex but be-
cause they've never figured out what
they’re doing. In contrast, Victoria Wil-
liams and Henry Kaiser, who started out
as music nuts, seize their good songs. And
Sonic Youth, who may get rich yet, seize
a catchy piece of junk. B

Bronski Beat: The Age of Consent (MCA

*84). Good politics don’t have to be this
monochromatic, and neither do albums
with two good singles on them. Problem’s
pretty simple—the narrow dynamic range
that afflicts so many falsettos, even those
with impeccable reasons for singing like
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women. And before you call me per-
snickety, swear you wouldn’t rather hear
Donna Summer’s “I Feel Love.” C+

Don’t Be Cruel (MCA
'88). It’s the eternal fast one/slow one
problem—when he states his prerogatives
and tries to make the world dance he's
irresistible, when he masks his motives and
tries to make the tenderoni moan he’s an
obvious con. But he earns his prerogatives:
the internal rhymes and voice-electrobeat
patterning of the title track are so tricky
they're hooky. And since I've never been
much of an expert on tenderoni, I'm will-
ing to suspend judgment on the half that
leaves me unmoved. B+

Bobby Brown: Dance! . .. Ya Know It!

(MCA '89). Disco postmodernists say
there’s no such thing as a song any more—
only versions. Talk about the triumph of
theory. Proof that they’re full of it can be
found on Brown’s Don’t Be Cruel, where
the song versions of five of these nine
dance-remixes-cum-consumer-frauds can
be found. C

Charles Brown:  One More for the Road

(Blue Side '87). This long overdue piece of
record-making hits you with its craft and
taste. Of course, you think. Brown’s pow-
ers are undimmed since he topped the
charts as a lounge singer forty years ago, so
why shouldn’t he sound just as fine in the
studio today? And he does. With Billy But-
ler on guitar, his combo is at least as choice
as the Three Blazers, and he has forty
years of lounge classics to draw on—*‘One
for My Baby,” “I Miss You So,” “Who
Will the Next Fool Be,” all right. There's
only one problem: Brown is no Nat King
Cole. His voice slips into the lugubrious so
reflexively that at times you suspect clutch
problems with the master reel, and it could
just be that he’s best appreciated over a
highball—or else, like so many chart-top-
pers before him, in three-minute doses.
B+

Clarence Gatemouth Brown: Alright

Again! (Rounder ’81). Texans, Jesus—
give them a black man in a cowboy hat and
they won’t stop jawing about the wide
open spaces until they fall off the barstool.

James Brown:

And what is this thing they have for blues
brass in platoons? I mean, Bobby Bland
can sing over, under, and around that shit,
but this old pro obviously hasn’t bulled his
way past a tenor sax in twenty years. Still
packs a fairly sharp guitar, I grant you,
and he can make you listen up with that
violin of his. But he’s fronting some very
unswinging white boys, and his idea of
contemporary is the stock-market woes of
small businessmen. C+

James Brown: People (Polydor '80). Any-

body who thinks his first Brad Shapiro
album was mechanical should get a load of
what a real assembly line sounds like. Orig-
inal Disco Man was a labor of vanity, and
when it didn’t hype his career the way he'd
been told it would JB went back on auto-
matic. Shapiro & Co. respond in kind.
C+

James Brown: James Brown . . . Live:

Hot on the One (Polydor '80). Hard to
believe almost ten years have passed since
JB had the wherewithal to release a live
double—not the new tunes, which he
mostly skips for old stuff, but the commer-
cial credibility. Hard to believe this one's
so different—busier, relying on band and
backup rather than the acuity of Brown's
singing. Hard to believe it's so alive—until
you play the damn thing, which only slack-
ens to make room for the latest edition of
“Man’s World.” B+

James Brown:  Nonstop! (Polydor *81). Ti-

tles like “Popcorn 80%s,” *“Love 80’s,”
“Super Bull/Super Bad,” I Go Crazy,”
signal a contract-fulfilling rehash, but this
time he’s rehashing the right stuff in the
right way—the horn charts and rhythm
arrangements are as tricky and on the one
as in any newfangled funk you want to
name. Most of the sweet ache has disap-
peared from 1 Go Crazy™ since 1960, and
I’'m not going to claim that the successfully
renegotiated tempo makes up for it. But it
is a consolation. B+
Bring It On (Augusta
Sound '83). The fast side is honorable and
dispensable—great title riff plus filler,
nothing anyone who owns some early-"70s
JB is likely to need or even want, though
neophytes will dance to it now. The slow
side comprises the three strongest covers
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Brown’s released since he stuck a classic
“Kansas City” onto Everybody’s Doin’ the
Hustle in 1975. He still approaches high
notes with the caution of someone who’s
hoarse as indelibly as he’s black and proud,
but he’s emoting like he wants you to be-
lieve “Tennessee Waltz” and “For Your
Precious Love,” and in between comes
“The Right Time,” which isn’t really slow
at all and features a Brownette who ap-
proaches any kind of note as if she owns it.
Time: 28:45. B+
Gravity (Scotti Brothers
’86). Not a James Brown album—a James
Brown-influenced Dan Hartman record,
with James Brown on vocals. Unlike Brad
Shapiro, who manufactured good music
this way in 1979, Hartman takes his hum-
drum copyrights and urges the great one to
go for the expressiveness he hasn’t com-
manded in over a decade rather than the
rhythm he’ll take to his grave. Don’t be-
lieve me—just compare any of Polydor’s
most recent compilations: James Brown’s
Funky People (featuring Lyn Collins, Fred
Wesley, Maceo Parker, and James
Brown), Dead on the Heavy Funk 74-76
(salvaging a total of zero good LPs), or
In the Jungle Groove (long-promised,
worth-waiting-for, full-length, ’69-'71
dance classics). Hartman would Iove
every one. C+

James Brown: I'm Real (Scotti Brothers

’88). Fact is, he hasn’t known what to do
with his reality, originality, genius, and so
forth since the mid-'70s, when disco took
the bump out of the JB funk that made
modern dance music possible. Though
after years of floundering he figured out
the new groove, Brad Shapiro still had to
show him the ins and outs of its glitz; now
that young dance musicians have reacted
back to JB funk, cramming and twisting its
bottom while running poesy across the top,
he needs Full Force (who like Shapiro
aren’t true genre insiders, just pros who
can take the genre to the bridge) to hip him
to its lore. The raps and hooks are nothing
special. But whether it’s live or Memorex,
the dense hostility of the drum attack is
both fresh and in the tradition—his tradi-
tion. B

James Brown: Motherlode (Polydor ’88).

Damned if I noticed ‘“People Get Up and
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Drive Your Funky Soul” on the Slaugh-
ter’s Big Rip-Off soundtrack, but for nine
minutes it climaxes the instrumentals and
vamps on side two of this revelatory-as-
usual Chris White vault job, hopping along
on some swinging souly-funk genre cusp of
its own—not “Sex Machine,” but in the
same worth-the-price-of-admission league.
The spare, curlicued ‘“Untitled Instru-
mental” is more like jazzy-funk, the rest
just JB playing rough and getting loose
in the halcyon early ’70s. Which come
to think of it is also worth the price of
admission. A—
Soul Session
Live (Scotti Brothers '89). Beyond Aretha,
forget the cameo attractions—Billy Vera
(wan), Joe Cocker (rough), and Robert
Palmer (compared by JB to Elvis, Otis,
and Jackie, and don’t you sometimes wish
he was just as far out of the way?). Also,
the band’s not improving, and even at that
it’s sharper than his voice, which you prob-
ably figured and which does in his ump-
teenth de facto best-of once and for all. Is
this what he’s showing his parole officer?
Poor guy. C

Julie Brown:  Goddess in Progress (Rhino

EP °84). Never one to turn up my nose at
a cheap laugh, I'm delighted to report
that like the notorious ‘“Homecoming
Queen’s Got a Gun,” “I Like 'Em Big
and Stupid” (“What kind of guy does a
lot for me?/ Superman with a lobot-
omy”’) and “Cause I'm a Blond” (“Being
chosen this month’s Miss August was a
compliment I'll remember for as long as I
can”) go after their targets with a fine
lack of discrimination. Elsewhere on the
EP Julie makes love, or at least it, with a
space invader (She: “That sure is a big
piece of machinery you've got!” He: “I
made it myself’) and fights a clubland
hangover. Music’s catchier than a jeans
jingle, too. Original grade: B plus. A—

Jackson Browne: Hold Out (Asylum ’80).

Never hep to his jive, I'm less than shocked
by the generalized sentimentality disillu-
sioned admirers descry within these hal-
lowed tracks, though the one about the late
great Lowell George (think it’s him, any
other El Lay rocker die recently?) is un-



74

Jackson Browne:

Jackson Browne:

Jackson Browne:

B.T. Express:

JACKSON BROWNE

usually rank. I grant that the sincere vo-
cals and rising organ chords do make my
heart swell in spite of itself once in a while.
But I wonder whether the lost kids (i.e.,
Lost Kids) in ‘“Boulevard” wear mo-
hawks, and whether JB will ever find it in
himself to sing to them. Inspirational Line:
“That girl was sane.” C+
Lawyers in Love (Asy-
lum ’83). A satire on, celebration of, and
lament for the upper-middle classmates an
Orange County liberal knows like he
knows his neighbor’s backyard, the title
song is a coup: poignant, droll, political
about his own experience rather than some
victim’s. And dat’s dat. Anticlimax: the
yearningly Springsteenian—get this title—
“For a Rocker.” C+
Lives in the Balance
(Asylum '86). These antiwar songs give
him plenty in common with Holly Near—
he even puts nueva cancion musicians on
the title track. While Browne goes in for
higher octane folk-rock, I'll pass on the
remixes if you don’t mind. The difference
is that Browne shouldn’t be doing this—
however goody-goody his fans or political
his recent rep, he’s a pop star who’s
stretching his audience and endangering
his market share merely by making such a
statement in 1986. And he’s thought hard
getting here—not only does his way with
words render these lyrics somewhat deeper
than Holly Near’s, but his moralistic put-
downs have that edge of righteous anger
nobody’s yet found the formula for. Origi-
nal grade: B plus. B
World in Motion (Elek-
tra ’89). May he remain a protest singer in
perpetuity, and not just because 1 wish his
love songs were history. But n.b.: the two
standouts are “My Personal Revenge,” a
pledge of forgiveness by Sandinista har-
dliner Tomas Borge, and Little Steven’s—
yes, Little Steven’s, his stock always
improves when he doesn’t sing—"I Am a
Patriot.”” You think the secret flaw of the
archetypal singer-songwriter might be
songwriting? B

Greatest Hits (Columbia
'80). All ye need know of the Average
Black Band, with their straight-ahead
*“Old Gold” tricked/tripped up in the
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remix to mesh with “Future Gold” that’s
worth its weight only in the minds of suck-
ers for a glitzy prospectus. Original grade:
A minus. B

Law and Order
(Asylum ’81). This fluent, affluent rumina-
tion on the price of sin and the wages of
success really isn’t how they do it in L.A.
anymore, which must be why I had such a
hassle getting a handle on it. Moral sign-
posts are provided by the covers: rock and
roll “It Was I'” (love is painful), pop “Sep-
tember Song” (and the most precious thing
there is), country “A Satisfied Mind™ (so
be thankful for what you’ve got). Now if
only Lindsey didn’t spend so much time
flexing his archness, all this might be per-
ceptible to the naked ear. B+

Pearl
(Editions EG '84). Budd’s previous work
with the avant-pop sound-environments
king was a mite tacky—he tended to sig-
nify spirituality with wordless vocal cho-
ruses that reminded me of the Anita Kerr
Singers, though I'm sure they boasted a
prouder lineage. These ten pieces are more
circumspect and detailed, and while they
do slip into decoration they're the most
intellectually gratifying (and emotionally
engaging) music Eno’s put his name on
since his first Jon Hassell LP. Finally he
succeeds in making soporific an honor-
ific. A—
Abandoned Cities (Cantril
*84). This phonographic record of a gallery
installation called Image-Bearing Light
moves slowly but not glacially. Sounds like
chords on a color organ played back at
16-r.p.m.—stark yet soothing. Recom-
mended to seekers after low-down ambi-
ence. B+
The White Arcades (Opal
’88). Long before Brian Eno hyped ambi-
ent, there was the less pretentious term
background music, and you can be sure our
brave new age will goop up the margin
between the two. At his most austere, Eno’s
old buddy Budd is hyperromantic, and this
isn’t exactly austere—with the proper in-
ducement (hypnosis, or a large bribe), he
might even call it a sellout. Weak-minded-
ness passing itself off as spirituality—it’s
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what new agers seek in classical music.
Budd’s angle is to eliminate any vestige of
difficulty from the concept. C+

Bebe Buell:  Covers Girl (Rhino EP ’81).

Everybody’s (everyman’s?) (everystar’s?)
favorite girlfriend gets production from
Rick Derringer and Ric Ocasek on mate-
rial originating with Love, Tom Petty,
Iggy Pop, and—the biggest winner, no
doubt because it’s the biggest obscurity—
the Nightcrawlers, whose “Little Black
Egg” went local in L.A. circa 1967. Those
who complain about the size of her voice
would probably do the same about her tits.
1 say she sings with a courtesan’s confi-
dence and intend a compliment. Original
grade: A minus. B+

Soul Alive! (Rounder
’84). With the “Bishop of Soul” backed by
Brenda Bergman’s Realtones, this live
double from America’s premier folkie label
looks like an irrelevance, but the D.C. au-
dience signifies otherwise. Burke’s singing
has lost subtlety rather than power, and
since all but two of the twenty-four songs
he sets his voice to are relegated to med-
leys, his readings of specific lyrics aren’t
the issue so much as the preacherly context
he creates for them—the way his mono-
logues connect musically acute texts like
“If You Need Me” and “Hold What
You've Got” and “Down in the Valley”
and “Gotta Get You Off of My Mind” to
the facts of love in a world where women
sign their own welfare checks. B+
A Change Is Gonna
Come (Rounder ’86). With his fondness for
the grand gesture, I just knew Burke was
going to build the hushed title cut to a
crescendo, but instead of trivializing the
song with a false resolution he maintains its
tension for seven minutes. That’s the tri-
umph, but the same level of taste prevails—
this is a modern soul album that engages
the material at hand instead of pimping for
reactionaries. And with contributions from
the likes of Paul Kelly and Jimmy Lewis,
the material is worth engaging. B+

Truth Decay (Takoma
’80). Having put the omega on smarmy
Alpha Bandmate Steve Soles (who does
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show up in the credits, but not—unlike the
ever-adroit David Mansfield—as a band
member), Burnett produces the best Chris-
tian record of 1980 for John Fahey’s Bud-
dhist blues label. Of course, you could also
call it the best rockabilly record of 1980—
something has happened to rockabilly
since Sam Phillips talked Jerry Lee into
defaming the Pentecost. And since Burnett
is equally comfortable with the (divine)
“power of love” and a (fleshly) “love that’s
hot,” maybe something’s happened to
Christianity, too. A—
Trap Door (Warner
Bros. EP ’82). Gosh, I guess he wasn’t re-
ally rockabilly after all. “Hold On Tight”
is El Lay at its best, and it’s hard to imag-
ine Jerry Lee himself covering “Diamonds
Are a Girl’s Best Friend” with more pur-
pose or panache. Not that this is altogether
unproblematic—as catchy and incisive as
the originals are, as casually as they’re
delivered, not one jumps off the record
with the unassuming confidence of the
cover’s pure pop. This is an artist who
can’t shake his own self-consciousness.
That's why he came on rockabilly. A—
Proof Through the
Night (Warner Bros. '83). Since I've never
measured America’s decline by the will-
ingness of its female citizens to take their
clothes off, some of Burnett’s allegories fail
to touch me as I know they should. But
I’m a sucker for a humble man with a
proud guitar. B+
T Bone Burnett (Dot
>86). Burnett’s foray into straight country
is right purty, but it could stand to get a
little bent. Abjuring strings, backup cho-
ruses, trap sets, puns, and sales potential,
it takes the neo out of neotraditionalism,
and though I smiled when T Bone bought
his baby ‘“clothes of rayon,” I was dis-
turbed to realize that even his synthetics
are ensconced in the past. B+
The Talking Animals
(Columbia ’88). Hate to let the cat out of
the bag, but this guy is pretentious. He’s
not dumb, not incapable, not even charm-
less (incredible shaggy dog story at the
close). And country change-of-pace aside,
his parables and exhortations have gotten
more pointless with every record. Help
him, Jesus. B—
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Social Living (Burning
Spear import '80). Less militant and arche-
typal than Marcus Garvey, this neverthe-
less lives up to a wonderful title and
wonderful title song. In its sinuous vocali-
zations and giving groove, its single and
unison horns, the music is all charity and
cooperation—it’s why Winston Rodney is
preaching ““Social living is the best.”” And
yea though he droppeth the names of
European countries in “Civilize Reggae,”
it’s reggae and not Europe that’s doing the
civilizing. A—
Hail H.I.M. (Burning
Spear import '80). Strange to hear it come
down to material in a singer so infused
with the spirit. But what I remember is
what 1 don’t remember—the difference be-
tween the first three songs, ‘‘African
Teacher” and ‘“‘African Postman,” and
“Cry Blood Africans,” except that the last
one has crying in it. Maybe it’s the well-
known positivity problem, because when
he’s angry he comes across: Columbus was
a “‘damn blasted liar” indeed. B

Burning Spear:  Farover (Heartbeat 82).

Ever more delicate backup horns subsume
ever more docile backup vocals as his
unearthly outcries grow more coaxing, less
admonitory. But the end is the same: Win-
ston Rodney is so synchronic that in 1982
he gives up pretty much the same trancy
buzz as in 1976. He’s just less excited
about it. B+

Burning Spear:  Reggae Greats: Burning

Spear (Mango '84). Spear’s back-to-Africa
wail can enthrall Babylonians with no par-
ticular interest in reggae, though it’s prob-
ably too out for dabblers who consider
their Marley and UB40 albums exotic.
He’s a left-field classic, like Hound Dog
Taylor or Jimmy Rogers in blues. Unfortu-
nately, this compilation, devised solely to
take its place in Island’s new Reggae
Greats series, invites hair-splitting. The
1976 debut Marcus Garvey is more of a
piece, which matters with a prophet of au-
tohypnosis like Rodney; the 1979 compila-
tion Harder Than the Best configures eight
of the same tracks more gracefully. Scout
around for both before putting money
down on this substitute. But don’t be
afraid to settle. A—

Burning Spear:
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People of the World
(Slash ’86). Like many angry young men
before him, Winston Rodney has mel-
lowed with the gathering years and as-
sets. And like many angry young men
before him, he’s surrendered some edge.
Innate musicality plus the right cushy
production will sometimes benefit victims
of this syndrome, and here he finds the
formula, keyed to a horn section that
happens to comprise three American
women. So all hail unity and the honor-
able disc-race. B+
Mistress Music (Slash
*88). This kicks off with one of Spear’s
strongest and strangest songs—"Tell the
Children,” which rather than inculcating
them with doctrine informs them she’s
their mother but Spear’s not their father.
What’s the mystical symbolism, one won-
ders. Answer: there is none. With the third
song called “Woman I Love You” and the
fifth all “Girl I love you,” I guess this is
just music for his mistress—or to be pre-
cise, mistresses. B

Burning Spear:  Live in Paris (Slash ’89).

Where once Winston Rodney was Spear,
here Spear is Rodney’s since disbanded
band. Thrills and chills come from brass
belles and caustic guitar and chameleon
keybs, while Rodney’s indistinguishable
exhortations provide essential atmo-
sphere—a physically compelling aural en-
vironment. Kind of like the rhythm
section. B+

Charlie Burton and the Cut-Outs: Is That

Charlie Burton or What?!?! (Wild '82).
Burton’s only competition among nouveau
rockabilly composers is the Blasters’ Dave
Alvin, and like almost anyone with a
knack for song form in 1982 he’s flexible.
In fact, his only remaining link to pure
rockabilly is a fondness for novelty num-
bers like the factual “‘Rabies Shots™ and
the utterly heretical “Breathe for Me,
Presley!,” and in the end his sense of
humor is his limitation. In rock and roll of
any kind you have to sing better than Rob-
ert Klein. B+

Charlie Burton and the Hiccups: I Heard

That (Wild *86). The Hiccups make with
good old guitar, bass, and drums while



Charlie fakes some rockabilly up front,
and when it works it’s quite catchy in an
utterly received sort of way. The conserva-
tism isn’t annoying or boring because al-
though Charlie loves this music—listen to
“One Man’s Trash”—he doesn’t give
a damn for roots or form. He just wants
to write some songs. I'm not sorry he
doesn’t share my liberal respect for Viet-
nam and world hunger, and when he
diddleybops through his parents’ coron-
aries I know why. Inspirational Verse:
“Water’s thick, but blood is thicker
/ Daddy (Mommy) had a bum, bum
ticker.” B+

Bus Boys: Minimum Wage Rock & Roll

(Arista ’80). They climax with their own
“Respect,” which climaxes “If you don’t
like rock ’n’ roll music you can kiss my
ass.” And they mean it, man, though
their idea of rock 'n’ roll—AOR guitar
breaks, rhythms less funky than Jeff Por-
caro’s or Don Christensen’s, harmonies
that owe the Beach Boys and Steely
Dan—is too uncool to break through the
prejudices of the hipsters prone to cheer
five blacks and a Chicano for putting it
out. Sometimes they aim too straight for
the charts, but when they play their exis-
tential joke—speaking up for dishwashers
and shoeshine boys, for blacks who think
immigrants are destroying the neighbor-
hood and blacks who win one for the
coach and blacks who join the Klan so
they can join a band—I say cool. Inspira-
tional Verse: “Bet you never heard music
like this by spades.” B+

The Bus Boys: American Worker (Arista

’82). At first I was no more impressed by
this professional black arena-rock than I
am by, say, professional lesbian folk-rock.
Less, actually—bombast is annoying. But
in the end I was disarmed by their audac-
ity, esprit, and sheer versatility—not many
arena-rockers are comfortable simulating
funk, reggae, and surf music—and won
over by the songs themselves, every one
informed by the kind of middle-American
compassion you might expect from a black
band with enough soul to hope to touch
the arena-rock masses. B+
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Kate Bush: The Dreaming (EMI America

’82). The most impressive Fripp/Gabriel-
style art-rock album of the postpunk reful-
gence makes lines like “I love life” and
“Some say knowledge is something that
you never have” say something. Part of the
reason is that Bush is flaky enough to seek
the higher plane in “a hired plane,” al-
though as you might expect the resulting
analysis often crumbles under scrutiny. It
also helps that the emotional range of her
singing sometimes approaches its physical
range, although when it doesn’t you’d best
duck. But the revelation is the dense, de-
manding music, which gets the folk exoti-
cism of current art-rock fashion out of
mandolins and uillean pipes and didgeri-
doos rather than clumsy polyrhythms, and
goes for pop outreach with hooks rather
than clumsy polyrhythms. B+

Kate Bush: Hounds of Love (EMI Amer-

ica ’85). Just as her music says she hopes
everyone does, I respect and like this
woman. Though it’s tempting to slot her
with Laura Nyro, you never get the sense
she’s a fool—she’s more circa-Hejira Joni
Mitchell. Her best songs can’t match their
best, but sonically she’s magnificent, out-
stripping her art-rock mentors, and it
would be churlish to deny her to audio-
philes and/or young women seeking inde-
pendent role models. Nevertheless, to be a
Romantic with a capital R in 1986 is to be
a Victorian like Tennyson, who provides
Bush her epigraph. It is deliberately to cul-
tivate a sensibility whose time you know
perfectly well has passed. B

Kate Bush: The Whole Story (EMI Amer-

ica ’86). This extravagantly brainy spiri-
tual sexpot was made for the Fairlight
synthesizer, and her beautifully crafted
best-of proves it. Even the best of the old
U.K. hits she strews among the tokens of
her American breakthrough, 1980’s
“Army Dreamers,” lives and dies with its
lyric. But as she learns to manipulate her
electronic orchestra, which took a while
(cf. 1980’s “‘Breathing’), the songs turn
into compositions, so that if the unfettered
emotionalism of ‘“Hounds of Love,” say,
isn’t your cup of tea, you're still rooting for
her as she takes off her shoes and throws
them in the lake. And then there’s “Run-



Kate Bush:

Bush Tetras:

KATE BUSH

ning Up That Hill,” a woman’s orgasm in
4:58. A—
The Sensual World (Co-
lumbia '89). The longing for contact and
obliteration are themes grand enough to
support a little grandiosity, and because
she’s smarter than the average art-rocker,
she brings something worth telling to
them—even something worth “‘express-
ing.” She knows herself better, too; typical
that her roots move is Trio Bulgarka
rather than some Afro-source having
nothing to do with who she is. Just wish
she convinced me that the Trio Bulgarka
had more to do with who I am. The title
song could give Henry James a boner. The
one where her beloved turns into Hitler is
art-rock. B

Better Late Than Never
(ROIR cassette '89). With Pat Place slash-
sliding away and Cynthia Sley OK to be in
the same room with, the postliberated axe-
women of Emma Goldman’s (Zelda Fitz-
gerald’s?) version of the Contortions were
an up on chutzpah alone. A pioneering
rhythm-and-paranoia band, their “Too
Many Creeps” / “Snakes Crawl” / “You
Taste Like the Tropics” summed up the
Lower East Side circa 1980. But in their
quest for that tropical flavor, the authors
of “You Can’t Be Funky” showed their
true chops. At fifteen songs this is virtually
their entire studio output. Wound too
tight, it soon wears thin. B—

Mzikayifani Buthelezi: Fashion Mas-

wedi (Rounder ’'88). A traditionally
raised country Zulu, he sings like he’s
calling cattle or berating his six wives
while his brother saws away on concer-
tina or violin and groups of wives and
male underlings muscle up to the mike.
Pretty raw even for mbaganga, and pretty
repetitive, too—Jo’burg rhythm pros pro-
vide the now-familiar four-four. But fa-
miliarity doesn’t flatten the overall
intensity—instead, Buthelezi’s wail dem-
onstrates its character. If someone had
bothered to pick and choose from his one
hundred-plus titles instead of rereleasing
an old album, he might end up more than
a strange name in a catalogue. B+

Butthole Surfers:  Butthole Surfers (Al-

ternative Tentacles EP *83). Unlike most
horror-show hardcore, their tales from the
crypt eschew the reassuring glow of cellu-
loid, yet they don’t smudge like pulp, ei-
ther. For openers a guy comes on and
shrieks, *“There’s a time to fuck and a time
to crave / But the shah sleeps in Lee Har-
vey’s grave.” Then there’s a lot of guitar
noise. More axioms: “Jimi Hendrix makes
love to Marilyn’s remains,” “‘I smoke Elvis
Presley’s [ed.: not Costello’s?] toenails
when I want to get high,” etc. More guitar
noise. As nihilist grossout goes, pretty neat
and impossible by definition to sustain. Yet
sustain it they do, not because necro-copro
is such a powerful idea, but because the
guitar noise crests and roils like a river of
shit—because, though I hate to put it this
way, there are actually songs down there.
Rarely has such demented caterwaul
reached vinyl in recognizable form. A—

Butthole Surfers:  Live Pcppep (Alterna-

tive Tentacles EP '84). At first I detected
an emotional power signifying something
more than an arty posthardcore band
whose outrageousness was truly original.
But soon I noticed that one of the three
new songs—striking statistic in a band
whose recorded output comprises two
longish EPs—was a noise interlude. So
now I'm wondering whether they mightn’t
be an original posthardcore band whose
outrageousness is truly arty, or whose
emotional power is truly a fake. Oh well—
at least they’ll evolve toward big-beat no
wave (performance art?) rather than heavy
metal. Original grade: A minus. B

Butthole Surfers:  Psychic . . . Powerless

... Another Man’s Sac (Touch and Go
*85). Truly repulsive music imposes the
most stringent of aesthetic standards—
who wants to listen if it’s just good? So
while I'm sort of impressed by the (rela-
tive) accessibility of their first full-length
LP—guitar that might actually win over
some wayward metal freak seeking
X-rated thrills—I must report that only
“Lady Sniff,” punctuated by perfectly
timed gobs, pukes, farts, belches, and Mex-
ican radio, lives up to ““The Shah Sleeps in
Lee Harvey's Grave.” B+

Butthole Surfers:  Rembrandt Pussyhorse

(Touch & Go '86). I respect these guys,



really—their dedication to dementia is a
rare and wondrous thing. But their
claque’s idea of accessibility is Iron Butter-
fly on bad acid digging deconstruction, yet
another version of the touching avant-
garde truism which holds that the proper
study of incoherence is incoherent. Upped
a notch or two for concept, attitude, hype,
bullshit, somewhere in there. B—

Buzzcocks: A Different Kind of Tension

(L.R.S. ’80). I suppose people call them a
pop band because they still write about
love, but that they say “I can’t love you”
rather than the usual does make a dif-
ference. Not in profundity—one senti-
ment is as banal as the other—but in a
mood that suits a sound as bright and
abrasive as new steel wool. Pete Shelley
articulates his truisms with insight as
well as flair, especially in “You Say You
Don’t Love Me” and “I Believe.” My fa-
vorite, though, is Steve Diggle’s “You
Know You Can’t Help It,” about sex,
which I'm happy to report he likes—al-
though he does observe that “love makes
war.” Hey, does it? B+

Buzzcocks: Lest We Forget (ROIR cas-

sette *88). A nineteen-cut compilation re-
corded at seven U.S. gigs in *79 and 80,
long after Howard Devoto had gone his
foolish way, this is half Singles Going
Steady, only with the opposite effect—in-
stead of proving how tight and commercial
they are, it proves how raw and punky
they were. Which combination is definitely
no contradiction—in fact, it establishes
their classic status once and for all. You’ll
miss “Orgasm Addict” and “Everybody’s
Happy Nowadays.” But you won’t need
them. A—

David Byrne:  Songs From the Broadway

Production of “The Catherine Wheel”
(Sire ’81). Byrne’s take on the rhythms of
Africa is even more perilous for imitators
than Coltrane’s on the mysteries of the
Orient, but this surprisingly apt transla-
tion-to-disc of his Twyla Tharp score
proves his patent is worth the plastic it’s
imprinted on. The magic’s all in Byrne's
synthesis of the way drums talk and the
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way Americans talk—middle Americans,
not Afro-Americans. Beset by contingen-
cies they can’t make sense of, his protago-
nists twist from one side to the other, yet
somehow emerge from the end of the tun-
nel with their wills intact. Must have to do
with that unnatural rhythm. A—

David Byrne: Music for The Knee Plays

(ECM ’85). I didn’t trust my instant at-
traction to these obviously derivative oc-
casional pieces until I looked at the label
and realized that five of the twelve origi-
nated with “Trade/Arr. by.” There’s no
tune like an old tune, and if this music
really was “inspired by the Dirty Dozen
Brass Band,” then I think Byrne’s fusion
of New Orleans horn voicings with Soho-
avant calm is more satisfying than theirs
with bebop and funk. I also think his
words do Robert Wilson proud and then
some. A—

David Byrne:  Songs From True Stories

(Sire ’86). It isn’t all as archly mawkish as
the rearranged dreamsongs from his
group’s worst album. Pretentiously dinky
is more the prevailing mood—a sound-
track only, like so many arty soundtracks
before it. One where Byrne, Meredith
Monk, the Kronos Quartet, and some lo-
cals who couldn’t have known what they
were getting into do for Texas what Byrne
& Eno did for Africa. C+

David Byrne: Rei Momo (Luaka Bop/Sire

’89). Byrne respects and understands dis-
tance, an essential faculty in world-beat
projects, and his increasingly sinuous
singing should make this Latin synthesis
a natural. The lyrics are explicitly social
without sacrificing the nervous literacy of
his established voice. He picks good musi-
cians and provides proper arrangements.
And the result is a respectful, highly in-
telligent dud. Irritating though the mus-
cular masculinity of sonero tradition may
be, any doubts as to why it’s there are
dispelled by Byrne’s inability to wrap his
weedy chops around salsa that’s too taste-
ful by half. And I’m beginning to suspect
he writes rock lyrics—words that can
only impact loud, grating, and straight-
ahead. C+



J.J. Cale:  Special Edition (Mercury ’84).

When he came up, Cale seemed one more
carrier of the laid-back contagion, but fif-
teen years later, with the contagion dis-
persed into the adult-contemporary ether
and its carriers in hock up to their souls,
you have to respect him for the principled
bluesman he's proven to be. Principled,
but distinctly minor—only convinced nar-
coleptics want the complete set. The rest of
us will be happy to stop at this compila-
tion, though we’d be happier if it didn’t
pass up “‘Call Me the Breeze™ and “'I Got
the Same Old Blues™ for more up-to-date
entries. B+

Calling Rastafari (Nighthawk '82). Pro-

duced in three days by a Jewish wheeler-
dealer from St. Louis, this fundamentalist
compilation—roots reggae as a music of
militant religious homily—has an irresist-
ible integrity. Its simple determination
matches its singsong melodies and solid
rhythms, and the singing is crucial: Cul-
ture’s Joseph Hill hasn’t sounded so im-
passioned since Two Sevens Clash, the
Gladiators” Albert Griffiths outgroans
Marley on “Small Axe,” and the ltals’
Keith Porter does *“Herbs Pirate™ so nice
you'll settle for owning it twice. A—

Cameo:  Cameosis (Chocolate City '80).

“Shake your pants, I like the way they
dance / Shake your pants for action and
romance,” goes the biggest hit on their big-

gest album, which gets these disco-funk
careerists’ thematic daring just right. I'm
waiting for the follow-up: “*Shake your ass,
I like its heft and mass / Shake your ass,
oh no, that sounds too crass.” C

Cameo: Feel Me (Chocolate City ’80). In-

credibly, or do I mean accidentally, their
sixth album in four years on the produc-
tion line is a discernible improvement, and
not because the hits (or lyric sheet) are
necessary. It’s all groove and sound: drum-
mer/leader shows off like bosses do, Moog
man’s old-fashioned Walter Carlos gurgles
fit da funk like they ruined der Bach, and
the slow ones are down to two, one a bow
to the Spinners. B—

Cameo: Alligator Woman (Chocolate City

’82). Funkateers think this is “‘new wave”
not just because the title hit sounds like the
B-52’s but because secret virtuoso Larry
Blackmon keeps the groove stripped down
and off balance. Unfortunately, the hooks
are few, the humor is forced, and the bal-
lads suck. For theoreticians mostly. B

Cameo:  Style (Atlanta Artists "83). It never

peaks, which means it’ll never be as hot a
party record as the A side of Alligator
Woman, but this on-the-one cartoon (cf.
Slave’s Showtime) is an all-round show-
case for syndrum natural Larry Blackmon,
funk’s most underutilized resource. Keyb
man Charles Singleton does smart stuff
with the slow stuff by covering “Can’t
Help Falling in Love™ and making some-
thing of the atmospheric “Interlude (Se-



Camper Van Beethoven:

renity).” Maybe next time they’ll only
abandon their God-given tempo to sex it
up heavy like on “Slow Movin’.” B4

Cameo: Word Up (Atlanta Artists '86).

Larry Blackmon’s a funny drummer, and
I wouldn’t say albums are something he
just gets away with. But Vince Aletti
named his column “The Single Life” after
Blackmon’s last significant effort for a rea-
son. So buy the twelve-inch. And if you
want more, wait for the best-of his current
masterpiece makes inevitable. B

Camper Van Beethoven:  Telephone Free

Landslide Victory (Independent Project
’85). Some believe “Take the Skinheads
Bowling” makes these pranksters a one-
joke band, but there are loads of jokes in
that song alone, most of which they don’t
bother to tell—for instance, do you bowl
with the skinheads or with the skinheads’
heads? So count them a seventeen-joke
band, one for each cut, including instru-
mentals. If only Brave Combo could relax
like this, the world might yet dance (and
fall all over itself) to world dance music.
Existential indecision lives. A—

Camper Van Beethoven: 17 & IIl (Pitch a

Tent ’86). I was annoyed by all the instru-
mentals at first—Balkan folk dances as
psychedelic cowpunk, a mite précieux,
don’cha think? Not really, and plenty
catchy in the end regardless. There are too
many lyrics aimed at the foibles of ac-
quaintances and potential fans as well.
And every last one is a hoot in their dryly
absurdist manner. A—
Camper Van
Beethoven (Pitch-a-Tent ’86). Without
benefit of a “Skinheads” or a “Bad Trip,”
this is the most convincing of the three
very good albums they’ve dashed off in a
year and a half—sixteen tracks, eclectic in
a panfolkrock mode that now seems un-
selfconscious if not inevitable, even the in-
strumentals equipped with words of one
sort or another sometimes. Their stance is
bemused when it’s not just spaced out, and
their “Interstellar Overdrive” is too con-
ceptual for my tastes. But I reserve the
right to read good politics into the likes of
“Joe Stalin’s Cadillac” (is LBJ’s Cadillac is
Somoza’s Cadillac is General Pinochet’s

Camper Van Beethoven:

Camper Van Beethoven:

Camper Van Beethoven:

CAMPER VAN BEETHOVEN 81

Cadillac is my Cadillac I'd like to drive it
off a bridge has anyone seen the bridge). So
far their productivity seems proof against
the desperate indulgences that can over-
come talented bands with dodgy commer-
cial prospects. They’re an encouraging
aberration in a bad time. I wish them a
tour bus w/driver that never lets them
down. A
Vampire Can
Mating Oven (Pitch-a-Tent EP ’87). At
first 1 thought they’d tossed off some
makeshift DIY to convince major money
they were still prolific, but the deadpan
positivity of these six cuts is no throwaway
(I hope). Thwarted love, meaningless love,
ice cream, never go back, instrumental
breakdown, all distinguished by the calm
acceptance of fate that marks their bril-
liant cover of “Photograph” as unmistaka-
bly as it marks Ringo Starr’s brilliant
original. A—
Our Beloved
Revolutionary Sweetheart (Virgin ’88).
Suddenly these postmodern postfolkie
weirdos are transformed into, of all things,
a rock band—sans chops. And unfortu-
nately, chops are an issue: both the one-
dimensional matter-of-factness of the
vocal concept and the time-keeping world-
beat-by-numbers of the rhythmic philoso-
phy stick out of Dennis Herring’s honest
AOR production, which messes up the
band’s balance even though it leaves every-
thing but the mix untouched. Beneath this
disorienting surface the message continues
its evolution toward postanomie, and it
would be a kick to hear “Life Is Grand,”
say, on the radio. Not AOR, though—col-
lege radio, where the nay-sayers it’s aimed
at call the shots. B+
Key Lime Pie
(Virgin '89). After an instrumental estab-
lishes the band’s voice, out march four
amazing songs—two literal, two associa-
tive, all smart, ambitious, eccentric, elo-
quent, unassuming, compassionate, and
cognizant of history. Music’s a more force-
ful version of their by now homy-sounding
bouzouki-rock, and when the country-
rock guitar hook snakes professionally out
of the associative “Sweet Hearts” it makes
sense somehow. But on an album they call
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CAPTAIN BEEFHEART AND THE MAGIC BAND

“bittersweet”—not gloomy, but moody”
—those four songs are pretty much it.
“Pictures of Matchstick Men” smirks
cheerfully at hippie nostalgia, and “All
Her Favorite Fruit” is all those good adjec-
tives. But both are swamped by music
that’s not gloomy, not moody, just lugubri-
ous; the big drumbeats evoke nothing so
much as the gong at a Chinese funeral.
They knew better back when skinhead
jokes were funny. B+

Captain Beefheart and the Magic Band:

Doc at the Radar Station (Virgin ’80).
Beefheart is an utter original if not some
kind of genius, but that doesn’t make him
the greatest artist ever to rock down the
pike—his unreconstructed ecoprimitive
eccentricity impairs his aesthetic as well as
his commercial reach. Only don'’t tell griz-
zled punks now discovering the boho past,
or avantish rockcrits who waited patiently
through the cleansing storm for musician-
ship to come round again. In synch with
the historical moment for once, Beefheart
offers up his most uncompromised album
since Trout Mask Replica in 1969—never
before have his nerve-wracking harmonies
and sainted-spastic rhythms been captured
in such brutal living color. Me, I've always
enjoyed his compromises, which tend to be
crazier than normal people’s wildest
dreams, and wish he’d saved some of his
melodic secrets for the second side. A—

Captain Beefheart and the Magic Band:

Irene Cara:

Ice Cream for Crow (Virgin/Epic '82).
Two cuts have no lyrics, one has no music,
and guess which your humble wordslinger
prefers. Ornette or no Ornette, the Cap-
tain’s sprung Delta atonality still provides
surprising and irreducible satisfactions,
but his poetry repeats itself more than his
ideas warrant. Any surrealist ecologist
who preaches the same sermon every time
out is sure to provoke hostile questions
from us concrete-jungle types. A—

What a Feelin’ (Geffen *83). 1
know voice lessons are a must if you want
to get to the Oscars, and believe me, I pre-
fer this woman to most of her white exem-
plars. But I wish she’d gotten her training
in church rather than at Performing Arts.

Belinda Carlisle:
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And would suggest that a creative writing
teacher couldn’t possibly hurt. C+

Belinda (I.R.S. ’86). At
least Jane Wiedlin’s solo was a well-mean-
ing failure. This one’s pure El Lay, vacu-
ous would-be CHR with chief songwriter
Charlotte Coffey spelled by numerous
ringers. The best you can say about the
best of these songs—namely, “Band of
Gold”—is that you've heard it before; the
best you can say about the rest is that once
in a while you think you have. ©

Raving Tonight
(RAS ’83). Like so many dread heart-
throbs, this long-ago Black Uhuru co-
founder loves Jah more than Woman,
which whatever its limits sure beats hating
Woman. In the hallowed reggae tradition,
the melodies all seem to have been written
by the same gifted five-year-old, who wins
gold stars only for “Music Crave” and
“Spread Out.” But his way of taking off
from a simple refrain gives reggae’s reli-
gious impulse a musical dimension this un-
believer can feel in his soul, or whatever it
is. B
Just a Passing Change (RAS
'84). Although Carlos isn’t as consistent as
ranking romeo Gregory Isaacs, his
peaks—the title tune, in which he glimpses
Selassie’s ghost from behind modest dub
and haunting horns, and “I Just Can’t
Stop,” in which he flees Babylon till the
break of dawn—bliss out the way true spir-
itual pop should. They lift the gracefully
ordinary tunes way up even if three generi-
cally anonymous closers drag side two
back down. B+

Suburban Voodoo (Epic
’82). These songs are catchy and apt
(“Don’t want no washed-up dishes soft-
soaping me,” eh?), and unlike his pop men-
tors in Squeeze (he was on board for East
Side Story) and Noise To Go (bandmate
Nick Lowe produced and helped com-
pose), Carrack seems to Mean It—he’s
soulful in the manner of somebody like
Allan Clarke (of the Hollies, how could
you forget?). In fact, I bet his sincerity is
the envy of his compulsively ironic co-
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workers. Unfortunately, it leaves me won-
dering whether he’s a little simple-minded
or a minor con man. B
The Carrack Collection
(Chrysalis ’88). Compiling hits by Ace,
Squeeze, Carlene Carter, and Mike and the
Mechanics, all sung by the featured attrac-
tion, who recently earned the right to sell
out under his own name. Nice songs, but
in this context they reveal themselves as
more fungible than anyone but Carrack’s
solicitor would prefer. Always wondered
why his catchy Nick Lowe-style album,
here mined for filler, never made an im-
pression. B

Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns:

Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns
(Hannibal *80). Genuine punk Tex-Mex,
Sir Doug meets Them meets the Shadows
of Knight meets Sam the Sham, and the
only problem is that the Ramones thought
of it first: toons stripped down to their
hooks, with Kris Cummings’s friendly
Farfisa doodles replacing Johnny's
monomaniacal strum and echoes of polka
and nortefio in the jerky propulsion of the
thing. Minimalism with roots, kind of—
the irony in these calls to fun is a lot
sweeter, a lot surer of its ground, than New
Yorkers commonly get away with. A—

Joe “King” Carrasco & the Crowns: Syn-

apse Gap (Mundo Total) (MCA °82). A
man of simple beliefs, I count as good any
album comprising twelve unprepossessing
tunes I can hum after half a dozen plays,
and my cheer increases when half of them
pique my simple aesthetic sense. I hear Joe
“King” is overreaching—defying the
three-minute rule, polymultitracking, gim-
micking around. But as far as I'm con-
cerned nothing drags, nothing protrudes,
and the Zorba solo and reggae number
could come off a Sam the Sham album. In
short, the main reason I prefer the debut is
that it came first. A—

Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns:

Party Weekend (MCA ’83). Even when he
was nervoused out Joe King always used
to be fun because what kept him going
was high spirits—at worst, a little extra
adrenalin. Now he sounds as hyper and
overextended as Richard Gottehrer’s

The Jim Carroll Band:
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production. Good parties are such fragile
things. B

Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns:

Tales From the Crypt (ROIR cassette
’84). Seven numbers previewed on these
“basement tapes 1979” made the Crowns’
Billy Altman-produced debut, and though
some claim the demos have more spirit,
nobody’s ever accused Altman of slick.
Not that I'm accusing these of sloppy, but
on songs alone I’ll take the vinyl whenever
a turntable is available. B

Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns:

Bordertown (Big Beat import ’84). Prob-
lem with King’s pared-down Tex-Mex
party-up has always been that it leaves him
nowhere to go—got away with baroque
jokes for an elpee, but when he tried to pop
it up he schlocked it up. Yet now he comes
bursting out of his dead end with his spun-
kiest music ever, and the secret—I didn’t
believe it either—is politics. “Who Buy the
Guns?” (“That kill the nuns yeah yeah™)
and “Cucaracha Taco” (“When they drop
el bomb on everyone) are only the most
successful experiments on an album that
manages to be silly/cautionary and harm-
less/seditious as well as hedonistic/hu-
manistic and stoopid/smart. A—

Joe King Carrasco y las Coronas:  Ban-

dido Rock (Rounder ’87). That a “dumb”
purveyor of Farfisa retro should transform
his Chicano joke into anti-imperialist mili-
tance didn’t flabbergast smart hedonism
fans—only that he then produced effective
anti-imperialist songs in his hedonistic
silly-detail mode. And that he fails to do
the same with slogans and a “better”” band
comes as no surprise at all. B—

Catholic Boy
(Atco ’80). Two big differences between
Jim and Patti—Patti has no jump shot and
Jim’s a boy. Hence the title, I know, ’cept
women get away with this kind of fringe/
decadent hero/survivor myth/boast better
than men—it’s fresher for them, not such
a line. Face it, Jim’s a phony—a moral
weakling who’s been charming suckers
ever since he ran away from home. And if
that’s not the end of it, well, charming"
suckers takes talent—a lot easier to get by
tending bar. He’s got a great eye, a great
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memory, great connections. He knows
how to put himself across. And he wrote
“People Who Died.” B+

The Jim Carroll Band: Dry  Dreams

(Atco '82). Last time he was a poseur mau-
dit who had something to say about excess
and its excesses because he stuck to bohe-
mia and kept things literal. This time a title
song about his subconscious presages lines
like *“Flamingo blood melts down her
lips.”” Call him pretentious, versifier—how
about decadent? Any way you cut it, “Peo-
ple Who Died” was a one-shot. C+

Carry On Qi! (Secret import '81). I don’t

claim to get all the words, but between
bands like the Partisans and Red Alert and
Garry Bushell’s compassionate fictional-
ized notes I think this compilation gives
the lie to the liberal Nazi-baiting the style’s
subjected to. And the way one band after
another emits virtually indistinguishable
bellows of jolly rage is mutually reinforc-
ing—gives you the sense that all that en-
thusiasm adds up to a movement. But the
songs really are pretty hard to tell apart.
And the recitations and pub-sing laffs that
tie it all together wear thin even faster than
most concept moves. B

The Cars:  Panorama (Elektra ’80). The

problem’s not immersion in formula.
The problem’s not exhaustion of formu-
la. The problem’s boredom with formula.
This is longer, slower, and denser as well
as older, with lyrics that skirt social com-
mentary and music that essays textural
pretension. Its peaks are “Touch and Go”
and “Up and Down.” Savor the rhythm
of those phrases, Ric, and grow no
more. B—
Shake It Up (Elektra ’81).
They’ve always cultivated a dark side—
girls make boys want to end it all even after
the boys have grown up. They’ve always
basked in the shadow of Roxy Music, too.
But they’ve never been so stylishly night-
marish—except for the title cut, even the
fast ones don’t aim for fun. Gary
Numan—everywhere you turn these days,
Gary Numan is sitting with the lights out,
staring off into space. B

The Cars:  Heartbeat City (Elektra ’84).

With hooks recurring as predictably as ze-

Peter Case:

bras on a carousel or heartbeats in a city,
the glossy approach the Cars invented has
made this the best year for pure pop in
damn near twenty, and it’s only fair that
they should return so confidently to form.
They still don’t have much to say and
they’re still pretty arch about it, but that’s
no reason for anybody to get unduly both-
ered, and neither is Greg Hawkes’s Fair-
light. B+

The Cars:  Greatest Hits (Elektra ’85). In

retrospect, it seems fairly incredible that
this was once the stuff of cause célebre—
that the battle was joined over pop product
so sleekly affectless. But of course, once
upon a time affectlessness was progress;
once upon a time a pop fan couldn’t count
on the radio to push his or her buttons.
Those for whom struggle is all will claim
that the sparer and supposedly fresher
debut remains definitive, but they’re just
hyping their own dashed hopes. Fleet, ef-
ficient, essentially meaningless, this is the
Cars’ gift to history—seven seamless years
of it. A—

Carlene Carter: Musical Shapes (Warner

Bros. ’80). Touted as the next Marshall
Chapman since she surfaced in 1978,
Mother Maybelle’s most famous grand-
daughter and Nick Lowe’s most famous
wife comes up with enough nasty, compas-
sionate songs to make believers out of
Marshall’s followers, all seven hundred of
’em. Dave Edmunds cameos as a chow-
sucking trucker, Nick has the synth to
light up “Ring of Fire,” and Carlene has
the balls for “They got the balls and I got
the bat.” But she can’t muster the insou-
ciance one would expect from the Mary
Magdalene of Cool. B

Peter Case (Geffen '87).
Case’s problem is that he’s a born actor
who won’t cop to it. Folkies have always
enacted authenticity, and great ones from
Dylan to Roches have role-played with a
vengeance. But by pretending that his
songs are about “sin and salvation” rather
than the more problematic ‘“‘America,”
Case evades challenges to his new home-
spun persona—supposedly, sin and salva-
tion are everybody’s heritage. And hence
he’s no more convincing now than he was
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when he led a group named after the Bea-
tles’ sneakers. B

Rockabilly Blues (Co-
lumbia ’80). Merely by copping to the
magic concept “‘rockabilly,” Cash can kick
up comeback talk. And comparison with
his rockabilly rockabilly for Sun (where he
was always the countriest) establishes that
by the standards of an ordinary mortal he’s
a better singer now—more flexible physi-
cally, more expressive emotionally. But
the technique is a cover for what’s lost,
probably forever—stolid depth as im-
movable presence. Same goes for the
arrangements—defiantly understated for
Nashville, they’re customized rock-coun-
try up against the austerities of the Tennes-
see Two. In other words, an honorable
country album with some pretty good
songs on it. B—

Johnny Cash:  Columbia Records 1958-

1986 (Columbia ’87). Turns out he was
always a folkie, a damn good one despite
such lovable pop trifles as “A Boy Named
Sue” and its decade-late follow-up “The
Baron.” The whole first side was recorded
in his first seven months with the label; in
fact, three of the five tracks were cut and
wrapped on August 13, 1958. By contrast,
exactly one selection was busy being born
between February ‘71 and March ’79, the
country trifle “One Piece at a Time,” and
while Id substitute its assembly-line com-
panion piece “Oney” for Nick Lowe’s De-
cember '79 “Without Love” (which has
more assembly line in it than anyone’s let-
ting on), that gets the trajectory of his ca-
reer about right. Lately he’s righted
himself some, but it’s the ageless stuff he’s
best at—John Henry and Ira Hayes, “Or-
ange Blossom Special” and “Ghost Riders
in the Sky,” and let us not forget “High-
way Patrolman,” which proves Bruce
Springsteen is Woody Guthrie if anything
ever did. A—

Johnny Cash: Johnny Cash Is Coming to

Town (Mercury ’87). I'd have let his con-
tract lapse too—the pathetic Class of °55
proved he was a has-been, huzzahs and all.
But he was holding a few in reserve, like
definitive Elvis Costello and Guy Clark,
overdue James Talley and (why did no-
body ever think of this?) Ernie Ford, and
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the song-factory prizes any Nashvillean
with a mind to can turn up: “The Night
Hank Williams Came to Town,” a hit, and
“Heavy Metal (Don’t Mean Rock and
Roll to Me),” recommended to Mikhail
Gorbachev for Goskino’s next tractor
movie. And then there are the two origi-
nals, which convince me he’s still a has-

been. B+

Johnny Cash/Jerry Lee Lewis/Carl Per-

kins:  The Survivors (Columbia '82).
Survivors of what, pray tell. Oh—of
whom. We get it. We know you all were
trying, too—especially Big Jawn, whose
concert it was. So we regret to inform you
that you sound dissipated anyway, which
has an odd effect on the gospel tunes and
makes for the most magnificently thrown-
away ‘“Whole Lotta Shakin’” of Jerry
Lee’s intensely nonchalant career. B—

Seven Year Ache (Co-
lumbia "81). It’s a tribute to persistence of
something-or-other that somebody should
still be getting decent music out of the ster-
ile studio-rock formula. What that some-
thing-or-other might be is perhaps
indicated by the identity of the somebody,
who is a second-generation pro rather than
a punk revoloo. B+

Rosanne Cash:  Somewhere in the Stars

(Columbia ’82). That “Third Rate Ro-
mance” is the least impressive thing here is
proof enough of Cash’s continuing
growth—*Third Rate Romance” is damn
near impossible to ruin, and she doesn’t
come close. But since 1 was never much
of a Ronstadtian myself, I can’t quite
make the leap from admiring the
assured warmth and easy precision of
Linda’s de facto successor to inviting her
over. B+
Rhythm and Romance
(Columbia ’85). Nobody’s going to mis-
take this one for a country record, not with
Waddy Wachtel’s hooks bobbing by like
bull’s eyes in a shooting gallery. But it’s
not just another compulsorily catchy stab
at immortality either. Cash may have her
eye on MTV, but she’s a child of Nashville
nevertheless—when she cheats she knows
it’s wrong even if she’s got a right, and
when she sings she hurts. A—



The Celibate Rifles:

ROSANNE CASH

Rosanne Cash:  King’s Record Shop (Co-

tumbia ’87). If I can’t claim to find any
special hope in this record, I'll settle for
pleasure. The catchiness of Rodney Cro-
well’s production would seem manipula-
tive behind a shallower singer, but
Cash—Ilike fellow roots renegades Tina
Turner and the Nevilles—has the stuff to
imbue the arrangements with some self.
It’s perverse to complain about the pro-
grammatic “Rosie Strike Back™—a hard-
hitting pop song for battered wives is a
wondrous thing by definition. And her ro-
mances are truer than most. A—

Rosanne Cash: Hits 1979-1989 (Co-

lumbia ’89). “Seven Year Ache,” *“Hold
On,” and “I Don’t Know Why You Don’t
Want Me” announce themselves as clas-
sics every time. They’re classic country,
classic pop, classic Rosanne, and though
she’s the decade’s premier interpretive
singer, she wrote them all. Their only com-
petition is a Tom Petty tune, which sug-
gests something about her musical
affinities. But I miss “Rosie Strike Back”
and “The Real Me”—from a nonpop, non-
country, non-Tom Petty vantage the rest
of these perfectly enjoyable selections seem
half a touch too cute, languid, soft. And
fairly depict the decade’s premier interpre-
tive singer nonetheless. A—

Quintessentially
Yours (What Goes On '85). All right, they
do lash out with a nice, nasty buzz—re-
minds me of those long-lost speed boys the
Vibrators. But no pretenders who take
most of their 1985 Yank debut from their
1983 Aussie debut and none of it from the
follow-up are getting any rock and roll fu-
ture awards from me. B+

Exene Cervenka: Old Wives’ Tales

(Rhino ’89). Always a notebook-toter, she
goes for the roots and poetry you'd ex-
pect—in other words, folk-rock. Her pro-
test-tinged sincerity cries out for jolts of
junk guitar. But sisterly tales like “She
Wanted” and “White Trash Wife” detail
the natural feminist sympathies rock
and roll floozies—who God knows have
plenty to do just protecting their asses
—rarely have time for. Pray for the X
versions. B

Champaign:

Champaign:

How About Us (Columbia
'81). The exquisitely churchy harmonies
take us back to the halcyon days of soul,
but the material takes us back to the Doo-
bie Brothers, or is it Christopher Cross?
Golden voices and hearts of mush. B—
Modern Heart (Columbia
*83). This clean, middle-American pop-
funk’s commitment to quality is so modest
that its “concept’ may well be nor to stand
out. So it takes forever to penetrate. But
where most merely professional tune-
smiths get irritating with prolonged expo-
sure, Champaign start to glow—modestly,
of course. B+

James Chance and the Contortions: Live

in New York (ROIR cassette ’81). Boy,
has this shit dated—it’s worn as thin as the
sidemen’s professionalism and James's em-
bouchure. And the titles go beyond petty
candor into keep-your-self-to-yourself-
please—a “White Cannibal” with “Money
To Burn™ and (give this boy a benefit) “So-
phisticated Cancer”? Sure it’s nice to hear
“King Heroin” covered with so much
soul. But when he opens with “I Feel
Good, I Got You” he’s lying three
ways. B—

Change: The Glow of Love (Warner Bros./

RFC ’80). “New and true and gay,” this
gold album confirms disco’s continuing au-
tonomy as a market and as a style. From
the Rodgers-&-Edwards rip of “A Lover’s
Holiday to the good ole Giorgio Moroder
of “The End,” here’s the complete bag of
tricks. Luther Vandross’s best Teddy Pen-
dergrass impression doesn’t redeem the
militantly escapist lyrics and probably isn't
meant to. But “It’s a Girl’s Affair,” sung
by Jocelyn Shaw, is a softcore treat—and
spell that “Girls’ ” on your next printing,
please. B+

Change:  Miracles (Atlantic *81). Where

their debut took off from its moments of
raunch, this is pure fantasy fare—the you-
can-work-it-out advisories “Hold Tight,”
“Your Move,” and “Stop for Love’ never
get down (to details), and “On Top,”
“Heaven of My Life,” ‘“Paradise,” and
“Miracles™ aren’t exactly realistic (note ti-
tles). But what a terrific fantasy—so bright
and casual and full of life. The hip punch
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of Mauro Malavasi’s keyboards puts the
dream in motion, and Diva Gray’s lithe,
modest vocals bring it to bed. B+

Take It On Home
(Rounder ’82). Having failed to connect as
a rip-roaring rock-and-roller, she now fails
to connect as a Nashville gal. Except on
two cuts, that is—“Bizzy Bizzy Bizzy”
and “Booze in Your Blood,” both of which
sound pissed off. Hear me, Marshall? I said
pissed off: C+
Dirty Linen (Tall
Girl cassette/Line import '87). So finally
she gives up, living modestly if that off
songwriting royalties, and after four or five
years self-produces a ten-buck, ten-song
tape that gets vinylized in West Germany,
the disposable-income capital of the world.
Naturally it’s her best record by a mile and
a half, because she’s not trying to prove
anything—just putting her songs on the
table in front of the perfect little rock and
roll groove of her no-name band. The sing-
ing is relaxed and aware, the writing sharp-
est when it means to cut a little, as on “Bad
Debt” (rhymes with “You haven’t taken
out the garbage yet”) and “Betty’s Bein’
Bad” (“She’s not mad / She’s just gettin’
even / Betty’s bein’ bad / It’s her way of
leavin’ ). May she glorify her Pignose
amp forever. A—

Tracy Chapman: Tracy Chapman (Elek-

tra ’88). “Fast Car” is so far-seeing,
“Mountains 0’ Things” so necessary, that
it’s doubly annoying when she puts her
name on begged questions like “Why”” and
“Talkin’ Bout a Revolution.” Maybe I
should be heartened and so forth that In-
telligent Young People are once again
pushing naive left-folkie truisms, but she’s
too good for such condescension—even
sings like a natural. Get real, girl. B+
Crossroads (Elektra
’89). I like her best here when she’s most
objectionable—keying her politics to the
anachronistic locution ‘‘government re-
lief,” making her lover commit first, identi-
fying evil with white people. She’s still too
solemn, but at least she’s not too tasteful,
and how else do you describe a musician
who gives the impression of singing solo
with acoustic guitar while deploying five or

Cheap Trick:

Chequered Past:
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six musicians a track? As a musician who
gets over on her voice, that’s how. B

One on One (Epic '82).
Yeah, I'd written them off too—until I
heard “If You Want My Love” once and
immediately made it twice, after which it
went on automatic replay in my head for
forty-eight hours. The most eloquently ec-
lectic Beatle tribute ever recorded, it sets
the tone of this one-of-a-kind arena-rock
band’s raw, ersatz tug of war, and though
Rick Nielsen’s Lennonesque tunes and
Robin Zander’s McCartneyesque screams
do grate (and not against each other), I'll
take it cut for cut over Paul’s sweet, au-
thentic one. Inspirational Sex Rant: “I
wanna live in your body.” Original grade
B plus. B

Cheap Trick: Lap of Luxury (Epic 88).

Having floundered imitating themselves,
they come back imitating Journey. Or is
that Richard Marx? Billy Squier? C

Clifton Chenier: I’m Here!(Alligator ’82).

Especially in a rhythmically conservative
style like zydeco, it’s rare that a band can
carry an album, but that’s the story here.
First record I've ever heard hot enough to
convince me that all those wild tales about
the accordion man weren’t so much pep-
per sauce. Just too bad it happened after he
began to lose his strength.

Chequered Past (EMI
America ’84). Breeding tells, right? So
cross Steve Jones (ex-Pistol), Tony Sales
(ex-Ig), Nigel Harrison (ex-Blondie), and
Clem Burke (ditto), each sired by a great
band, and what do you get? Fast heavy
metal, of course, a little too classy for sa-
tanism or even blatant sexism, but who
cares when what we get from the Nietz-
sche Sales reads on the cover is “Only the
Strong (Will Survive)” in “‘A World Gone
Wild.” The secret, as in most bands great
and ghastly, is the man with the concept:
singer and songwriter Michael Des Barres
(ex-Silverhead), whose ‘“daddy was an
aristocrat,” and who’s been ruining rock
and roll in a vain attempt to prove that that
makes him special for close to a decade.
Breeding tells. C—
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Neneh Cherry:  Raw Like Sushi (Virgin

'89). Daughter of a Swedish artist and an
African percussionist, stepdaughter of
Don Cherry and the London scene, she’s a
twenty-four-year bohemian, a socially re-
sponsible hedonist, a sexy two-time
mom—and a relief from bimbo macho and
exchangeable female dance phenoms. Slo-
gan: ‘1 know where I'm goin’ and where
I'm comin’ from.” Alternative: “If you're
gonna do it, you've got to do it right.”” And
oh yeah: “I came already.” The music
doesn’t quite rock one’s house. But it’s far
more beatwise than the Brit norm, and she
can sing/talk that song/rap. Bohos who
sell—the most interesting kind. A—

The Chesterfield Kings:  Here Come the

Chesterfield Kings (Mirror '83). If you're
going to live in the past, you might as well
go whole hog like Greg Prevost, who in the
great blues purist tradition performs only
covers—of titles no one but other garage-
band collectors has ever heard. The upshot
is a seamless archive of quaint adolescent
macho, definitive yet utterly negligible
protohippie songs rendered by a band
whose claim to expertise is the mastery of
a dozen marginally distinct varieties of
crudity. B+

Chic:  Real People (Atlantic ’80). As on

Sister Sledge’s follow-up, Rodgers & Ed-
wards have run out of sure shots—no
“Good Times™ here. But Risque was more
than “Good Times,” and this beats Risque.
Jumpy, scintillating rhythms fuse with ele-
gantly abrasive textures for a funk that’s
not light but sharp. Plus postchic words
that go with the attention-grabbing heat
and invention of Nile Rodgers’s postrock
guitar. Original grade: A minus. A

Chic:  Take It Off (Atlantic 81). Despite

their best efforts, this projected dancefioor
comeback is a lot less songful than Real
People. Almost as artful, though. The tele-
graphic precision of the lyrics, the wary
solicitousness of the singing, and the spare,
nervous overload of the rhythms all be-
speak a black-bourgeois modernism that is
of a city most blacks don’t even dream
about—that alien power center where even
the best times seem to go sour. A—

Chie:  Tongue in Chic (Atlantic °82). This

is their groove album. Maybe their throwa-
way album as well, yet I enjoy it fine, be-
cause 1 get from Chic what devotees of
Memphis soul used to get from Booker T.
& the M.G.’s. Which group you prefer is
partly a matter of which rhythms feel like
life to you, of course, so I'll add that tike
New York these are pretty swift. I'll also
add that their in-concert theme song
makes me wonder what the live album
might be like. A—

Chic:  Believer (Atlantic '83). Although

you'd figure the collaboration would suffer
after both Nile and Nard started coming
up with good albums of their own, the
damage is amazingly slight. The title track,
a true song of faith (“Stand back-to-back,
believer / Meet head-to-head / Fight toe-
to-toe, believer / Dance cheek-to-cheek™),
achieves the tough-minded positivity the
rest of the album aims for. The true song
of praise that comes next is every bit as
believable. And the rest is blessing enough
in this negative time. B+

The Chills: Brave Words (Homestead

'88). Like the Go-Betweens, these sexually
integrated New Zealanders give the im-
pression that they could write about any-
thing they wanted—they choose love as a
subject out of formal tact, because it’s ap-
propriate to the genre. Though they have
more tunes than most—more tunes than
the early Go-Betweens—what makes them
stick is Martin Phillips’s cracked, strain-
ing, nervous delivery, fit to break down
with the next cliche (not too many formal
tacticians write songs called “Rain” any-
more). Side two isn’t as catchy, but shows
off a few other options—one song opposes
settling down, another is pro. Bet they take
a while making up their minds. A—

The Chills: The Lost EP (Homestead EP

'88). Recorded '84-'85, two years before
Brave Words, and it sounds it. First side
you wonder why the songs aren’t quite
there—maybe it’s you. Second side crum-
ples the quandary with “Whole Weird
World” (“Nearly there . . . nearly,” they
claim) and the four-part (suite?) “Dream
by Dream.” Neither title is sufficiently
ironic. Not juvenilia—they'd already been
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around four or five years. But only New
Zealanders would guess. B-—-

The Chills:  Kaleidoscope World (Home-

stead ’89). “Eight Songs From Eight
Members From Eight Phases of the
Chills!” announces this ’82-'84 singles
comp, extensively annotated for the collec-
tors it’s aimed at. And unlike the mid-
period Lost EP—next they’ll construct an
album from work tapes by Martin Phil-
lips’s pre-Chills Same—it doesn’t bog
down in horizon-stretching. These are sim-
ple pop songs by young people who are
proud they can play them. They’re slight,
but they have the spirit. Best in show: the
meaningless “Satin Doll,” which Phillips
wrote when he was seventeen—presum-
ably for the Same. Time: 28:04. B+

Like Flies on Sherbert
(Peabody ’80). Right, this bag of wrecked
covers and discarded originals is, what’s it
say here, ‘“self-indulgent.” If Keith Ri-
chards or Rat Scabies were to dare such a
thing, I’d throw it in the garbage myself.
But that don’t take nothing away from
“Baron of Love, Pt. II”—the opening cut,
in which composer Ross Johnson raves
distractedly about sex and gore. Or the line
about nipples in “Rock Hard.” A very
bright music nut who knows from the in-
side how much craziness goes into the
most normal-seeming product (he did
front the Box Tops, remember), this long-
time advertisement for self-abuse doesn’t
prove craziness is universal. Just makes
you forget that things most certainly
wouldn’t be more fun if it was. [Later
available as Line import.] B

Alex Chilton:  Bach’s Bottom (Line im-

port ’81). These 1975 tracks, the best al-
ready released on Chilton’s long-gone Ork
EP, are about as Memphis as a garbage
strike. Not only does anarchic equal cha-
otic equal sloppy equal a mess, but soulful
equals spontaneous equals off-the-cuff
equals a mess. None of which is to deny
that he knows how to mess around. B+

Alex Chilton:  Feudalist Tarts (Big Time

EP ’85). After ten years of falling-down
flakedom only a cultist could love or even
appreciate, Chilton looks around and
straightens up. The bottlenecked “Lost

Stella Chiweshe:
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My Job” comes close to such beacons of
his lost decade as “Bangkok” and ‘““Take
Me Home and Make Me Like It.” The
precocious Memphis soul singer and the
prescient American pop eccentric both get
their chops into the Carla Thomas and
Slim Harpo covers. And when he slips into
Willie Turbinton’s amazing “Thank You
John”—that name is upper-cased and
lower-cased simultaneously—he remem-
bers that it isn’t only too-much-too-soon
white boys who get twisted around in this
world. A—

Alex Chilton: No Sex / Under Class /

Wild Kingdom (Big Time EP ’86). Too
blocked or tuckered out (from what?) to
put a whole album together, the inventor
of power pop follows Feudalist Tarts onto
the brutalist charts with yet another
award-winning shortie. A’s an AIDS song:
“Can’t get it on or even get high / Come
on baby, fuck me and die.” Lead B points
out that he’s not “a rich musician.” And
while the finale’s title promises a summing
up, instead it’s a real B, with throwaway
guitar solo rendering it almost as long as
the other two combined. Really does de-
serve a side all to itself. EPs sure do help
you get away with stuff. B+

Alex Chilton: High Priest (Big Time '87).

Chilton had a chance to lead his little flock
back onto the paths of righteousness. In a
microcosm where nobody can tell good
pop junk from utter shit anymore, his first
four cuts are a refresher course: one Slim
Harpo let get away, a callow Goffin-King
throwaway, his own tasteless Buddhist
joke, and “Volare.” Each the real thing,
each different, each undreamed by the
Fanzine Filosofy. But after that he lets
things slide, from a straight (for him) dec-
laration of love to a Lowell Fulson boogie
to covers the Fleshtones could think of.
These are parlous times, Alex. Sloppy’s
getting harder to bring off, and cute ain’t
enough. B+

Ambuya? (GlobeStyle
import *87). A woman in a man’s domain,
“Zimbabwe’s queen of the mbira” here
reorchestrates an instrument so delicate
most Westerners hear it as a toy or sound
effect. Neither innovation makes her a
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rebel, just a Shona revisionist adapting
conventional wisdom to transcultural real-
ity: by replacing the customary shakers
with a band—another woman’s mbira, two
marimbas, and unobtrusive bass-and-traps
for world-dance accents—she takes a gen-
tle music out of the village without down-
playing where it’s coming from. I hear
courage and tradition in her kind, playful,
nasal-to-breathy singing, but not sexual
brass, which distinguishes her instantly
from other African women intrepid
enough to run their own musical shows.
[Later on Schanachie.] A—

Chops (Atlantic '84). The great
playing here isn’t by Chops, four horn
players harmonizing smarmily behind a
singing keyb man designated Funki. The
stars are Sugarhill escapees Doug Wim-
bish, Dennis Chambers, and Keith Le-
Blanc, who put more power, personality,
and invention (and chops) into bass,
drums, and more drums than the supposed
front men do into their supposed front in-
struments. But who can’t make the front
men disappear. C+

Christinas Rap (Profile *87). First side’s rap

in the spirit of the season, full of good
cheer and unabashedly materialistic from
Mrs. McDaniel’'s macaroni-and-cheese
and King Sun-D Moet’s realism to all the
name-brand shit in Ghetto Santa’s bag
before it gets stolen—Gucci and Jaguar,
Barbie Doll and G. 1. Joe, not to mention
the gold and the diamonds and the pearls,
not to mention the butler and the limo and
the chauffeur. Second side’s hip hop cop-
ping to the season, with the Disco 4’s bass-
and-jingle-balls and the Showboys’ cutups
fronting for tales and boasts that aren’t
sucker, just snooze. Pop fans will settle for
the Run-D.M.C. on 4 Very Special Christ-
mas. Rap fans will prefer it to the Surf
M.C.’s album, which said M.C.’s suggest
you ask Santa f