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ew journalists have staked a territory as
definitively and passionately as Mikal
Gilmore in his twenty-year career
writing about rock & roll. Now, for the first
time, this collection gathers his cultural
criticism, interviews, reviews, and assorted
musings in one essential and illuminating
book. Beginning with Elvis and the birth of
rock & roll, Gilmore traces the seismic
changes in America as its youth responded to
the postwar economic and political climate.
He hears in the lyrics of Bob Dylan and Jim
Morrison the voices of unrest and fervor.
He charts the rise and fall of punk rock in
brilliant essays on Lou Reed, The Sex Pistols,
and The Clash and observes its manic impact
twenty years later, resurfacing in the music of
a Seattle, Washington, trio called Nirvana.
Mikal Gilmore describes Bruce Springsteen’s
America and the problem of Michael
Jackson. And like no one else, Gilmore lis-
tens to the lone voices: Al Green, Marianne
Faithfull, Sinéad O’Connor, Frank Sinatra.
Four decades of American life are
observed through the inimitable lens of rock
& roll, and through the soulful heart of
Mikal Gilmore, whose intelligence is
informed by passion and whose passion for
pure sound is palpable. More than a collec-
tion, Night Beat describes the way we live,
the way we love, and how music redeems us.
Cumulatively, the pieces gathered here go
beyond the personal, expressing between
the lines how rock & roll has become a
powerful political force and what it has set

free in American culture.
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introduction

guess I could say what many people of my age—or people who are

younger or even older—might be able to say: I grew up with popular
music encompassing my life. It played as a soundtrack for my youth. It
enhanced (sometimes created) my memories. It articulated losses, angers,
and horrible (as in wunattainable) hopes, and it emboldened me in many,
many dark hours. It also, as much as anything else in my life, defined my
convictions and my experience of what it meant (and still means) to be an
American, and it gave me a moral (and of course immoral) guidance that
nothing else in my life ever matched, short of dreams of sheer generous love
or of sheer ruthless rapacity or destruction.

I can remember my mother playing piano, singing to me her much-
loved songs of Patsy Cline and Hank Williams, or singing an old-timey
Carter Family dirge, accompanying herself on harmonica. As I remember it,
she wasn’t half-bad, though of course I’'m forming that judgment through a
haze of long-ago memories and idealized longings.

It was my older brothers, though, who brought music into my house—
and into my life—in the ways that would begin to matter most. I was the
youngest of four boys; my oldest brother, Frank, was eleven years older than
I, Gary was ten years older, and Gaylen, six years older. As a result, by the
time I was four or five in the mid-1950s, my brothers were already (more or
less) teenagers—which means that they were caught in the early thrall and
explosion of rock & roll. As far back as I remember hearing anything, I
remember hearing (either on one of the house’s many radios, or on my
brothers’ portable phonographs) early songs by Bill Haley & His Comets,
Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, Fats Domino, the Platters, Buddy Knox, Chuck
Berry, the Everly Brothers, Sam Cooke, and Ricky Nelson, among others. But
the biggest voice that hit my brothers’ lives—the biggest voice that hit the
nation—was, of course, Elvis Presley’s. In the mid-1950s, every time Presley
performed on nationwide TV (on the Milton Berle, Steve Allen, or Ed Sulli-
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van shows) was an occasion for a family gathering—among the few times my
family ever collected for any purpose other than to fight. Those times we sat
watching Presley on our old Zenith were, in fact, among our few occasions of
real shared joy. For some reason, the appearance I remember most was Elvis’s
1956 performance on the Dorsey Brothers’ “Stage Show” (which was also the
singer’s national debut, and was followed by six consecutive appearances). I
remember sitting tucked next to my father in his big oversize brown leather
chair. My father was not a man who was fond of youthful impudence or
revolt (in fact, he was downright brutal in his efforts to shut down my
brothers’ rebellions). At the same time, my father was a man who had spent
the better part of his own youth working in show business, in films and
onstage and in vaudeville and the circus, and something about rock & roll’s
early outlandishness appealed to his show-biz biases (though his own musical
tastes leaned strongly to opera and Broadway musicals). After watching Pres-
ley on that first Dorsey show, my father said: “That young man’s got real
talent. He’s going to be around for a long time. He’s the real thing.” I know
how cliché those remarks sound. Just to be sure my memory wasn’t making it
all up for me, I asked my oldest brother, Frank (who has the best memory of
anybody I've ever known), if he remembered what was said after we’d
watched Presley on that occasion. He repeated my father’s declaration, pretty
much word for word. I guess my father had a little more in common with
Colonel Tom Parker than I'd like to admit, but then, like Parker, my father
had also once been a hustler and bunco man.

So rock & roll as popular entertainment was welcomed into our home.
Rock & roll as a model for revolt was another matter. When my brothers
began to wear ducktails and leather motorcycle jackets, when they began to
turn up their collars and talk flip and insolently, likely as not they got the shit
beat out of them. I guess my father recognized that rock & roll, when brought
into one’s heart and real home, could breed a dislike or refusal of authority—
and like so many adults and parents before and since, he could not stand that
possibility without feeling shaken to the rageful and frightened core of his
being.

I NEVER GOT TO HAVE my own period of rock & roll conflict with my
father. He died in mid-1962, when I was eleven, when “The Twist” and
“Duke of Earl” were my picks to click. Hardly songs or trends worth whip-
ping a child until he bled.

A little over a year later, President John Kennedy was shot to death in
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Dallas, Texas. It was a startling event, and it froze the nation in shock, grief,
and a lingering depression. Winter nights were long that season—long, and
maybe darker than usual. I was just twelve, but I remember that sense of loss
that was not merely my own—a loss that seemed to fill the room of the
present and the space of the future. By this time, my brothers were hardly
ever home. Gary and Gaylen were either out at night on criminal, drunken,
carnal activity, or in jail. My mother had the habit of going to bed early, so I
stayed up late watching old horror movies, talk shows, anything I could find.
I remember—in January 1964—watching Jack Paar’s late night show, when
he began talking about a new sensation that was sweeping England: a strange
pop group called the Beatles. He showed a clip of the group that night—the
first time they had been seen in America. It’s a ghostly memory to me now. I
don’t remember what I saw in the clip’s moments, but I remember I was
transfixed. Weeks later, the Beatles made their first official live U.S. television
appearance, on February 9, 1964, on the “Ed Sullivan Show.” The date
happened also to be my thirteenth birthday, and I don’t think I could ever
have received a better, more meaningful, more transforming gift. I won’t say
much here about what that appearance did to us—as a people, a nation, an
emerging generation—because I'll say something about it in the pages ahead,
but I'll say this: As romantic as it may sound, I knew I was seeing something
very big on that night, and I felt something in my life change. In fact, I was
witnessing an opening up of endless possibilities. I have a video tape of those
Sullivan appearances. I watch it often and show it to others—some who have
never seen those appearances before, because those shows have never been
rebroadcast or reissued in their entirety (there isn’t much more than a
glimpse of them in The Beatles Anthology video series). To this day, they
remain remarkable. You watch those moments and you see history opening
up, from the simple (but not so simple) act of men playing their instruments
and singing, and sharing a discovery with their audience of a new, youthful
eminence. The long, dark Kennedy-death nights were over. There would be
darker nights, for sure, to come, and rock & roll would be a part of that as
well. But on that night, a nightmare was momentarily broken, and a new
world born. Its implications have never ended, even if they no longer mean
exactly what they meant in that first season.

It was obviously a great time, though it would soon become (just as
obviously) a complex and scary time. It was a time when almost every new
song was shared, discussed, and sorted through for everything it might hold
or deliver—every secret thrill or code, every new joyous twist of sonic tex-
ture. “The House of the Rising Sun.” “Stop! In the Name Of Love.” “Help
Me Rhonda.” “Mr. Tambourine Man.” “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.”
“Positively 4th Street.” “Help!” “California Dreamin’.” “Good Lovin’.”
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“When a Man Loves a Woman.” “Summer in the City.” “Sunshine Super-
man.” “I Want You.” “96 Tears.” “Paint It, Black.” “Over Under Sideways
Down.” “Respect.” “Ode to Billy Joe.” “Good Vibrations.” “The Letter.” It
was also a time of many leaders or would-be leaders—some liberating, some
deadly. Mario Savio. Lyndon Johnson. Robert Kennedy. Julian Bond. Richard
Nixon. George Lincoln Rockwell. George Wallace. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Malcolm X. Hubert Humphrey. Eldridge Cleaver. Shirley Chisolm. Jerry
Rubin. Tom Hayden. Gloria Steinem. Abbie Hoffman. There were also the
other leaders—some who led without desire or design, but who led as surely
(and sometimes as liberatingly or as foolishly) as the political figures. The
Beatles. Bob Dylan. Mick Jagger, Brian Jones, and Keith Richards. Timothy
Leary. Jimi Hendrix. Jane Fonda. The Jefferson Airplane. Aretha Franklin.
James Brown. Marvin Gaye. Sly Stone. Jim Morrison. Charles Manson.

As you can tell from those lists, the 1960s’ ideals, events, and moods
grew darker—and they did so earlier than many people would like to ac-
knowledge. In the middle of 1967—the same season that bred what became
known as the Summer of Love in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury, and the
same period when the Beatles summarized and apotheosized psychedelia
with Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band—I came across an album I really
loved (still perhaps my favorite of all time): The Velvet Underground and Nico.
It was a record full of songs about bad losses, cold hearts, hard narcotics, and
rough, degrading sex. I took to it like a dog to water (or whatever dogs take
to). It was the first subject—in a long list—of arguments that I would enter
into with friends about rock & roll. In fact, it was my first rock & roll choice
that actually cost me some fraternity. When I was a senior in high school, I
was part of a Folk Song after-school group. We’d get together, under a
teacher’s auspices, and sing our favorite folk songs—everything from “Kum
Ba Yah,” “Michael Row the Boat Ashore” and “We Shall Overcome” to
“Blowin’ in the Wind” and (gulp) “Puff the Magic Dragon.” At one meeting,
each of us was invited to sing his or her favorite folk song. I sang Lou Reed’s
“Heroin.” I was never welcome back in the group.

A YEAR LATER I was out of high school, into college, not doing well. I
was going through one of my periodic funks, following one of my periodic
failed love affairs (the woman of this occasion became a born-again Christian
and married the man who impregnated her; later, she became one of the
most wildly game sexual people I've ever known or enjoyed, but that is
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another story). In this period—the late winter of 1969 and the early winter of
1970—1I was taking a lot of drugs, learning how to drink, and staying up all
night until the sun rose, then I’d hit the bed (actually, the floor, which was
my bed at the time), and finally find sleep. (Interestingly, at least to me, I
returned to this pattern—the staying-up-until-sunrise-then-running-to-hide
part—for the entire month in which I wrote and revised this current vol-
ume.)

By this same period, something called the “rock press” had developed:
magazines like Cheetah, Crawdaddy!, and Rolling Stone, where one could read
passionate and informed opinions and arguments about current music and,
better yet, could also learn about earlier musicians who had helped make the
late 1960s’ and early 1970s’ innovations possible—everyone from Robert
Johnson, Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Billie Holiday, and Duke Ellington
to the Carter Family, Lotte Lenya, Miles Davis, Charles Mingus, Thelonious
Monk, and Ornette Coleman (some of whom were still alive, making vital
music) and countless more. As a result, the journalism (that is, the essays,
rants, profiles, interviews and historical perspectives) of such writers as
Ralph Gleason, Paul Williams, Greil Marcus, Jon Landau, Dave Marsh, Lang-
don Winner, Jonathan Cott, Lester Bangs, Paul Nelson, Nick Tosches, Robert
Christgau, and Ellen Willis came to seem as exciting and meaningful to me as
much of the music they were writing about—though too damn few of them
for my liking were willing to stand up for the Velvet Underground and Lou
Reed (Willis, Nelson, and Christgau being notable and important excep-
tions).

It was not until 1974 that I began writing about popular music. What
made this possible was Bob Dylan’s “comeback” tour (his first such Ameri-
can trek in eight years) with the Band. This was also a time, I should note,
when I spent my days working as a counselor at a Portland, Oregon, drug
abuse clinic and my nights smoking as much marijuana as I could find—a
contradictory (probably hypocritical) turn of affairs, but hardly an uninter-
esting one. Then I saw Dylan in early 1974 (again, on the occasion of my
birthday, ten years after the Beatles’ debut on Ed Sullivan), and an old
girlfriend suggested I write about the event for a local underground newspa-
per. After doing so, I never looked back. The piece, of course, was awful (at
least to my eyes today), but that hardly mattered. I'd managed to put together
my two greatest dreams and pleasures: writing (as a result of a love of
reading) and music criticism (as a result of listening to music). When 1
finished that article, I knew what I wanted to do: I wanted to write about
popular music—it was pretty much all I cared about as a vocation. Within a
season I had quit my drug counseling job (also had cut way back on my drug



6

mikal gilmore

intake—a connection?), and started writing for a number of local publica-
tions. I also began writing jazz reviews for Down Beat (jazz, by this time, had
come to mean as much to me as rock & roll—a passion that isn’t evident
enough in this present volume), and along with the help of some good
friends, I was soon editing a Portland-based magazine, Musical Notes. A few
dreams were now active in my life.

Then those dreams turned to nightmare, to the worst horror I could
imagine. I am sorry if you have already heard this story—perhaps you have—
but there is no way I can finish this introduction without being honest about
this particular passage in my life.

In 1976, when I was twenty-five, I began writing for Rolling Stone.
When the magazine came along in 1967, it announced itself as a voice that
might prove as fervent and intelligent as the brave new music that it dared to
champion. From the time I began reading the magazine, I held a dream of
someday writing for its pages. To me, that would be a way of participating in
the development of the music I had come to love so much.

In the autumn of 1976, I learned that Rolling Stone had accepted an
article of mine for publication. I was elated. Then, about a week later I
learned something horrible, something that killed my elation: My older
brother, Gary Gilmore, was going to be put to death by a firing squad in
Utah. It didn’t look like there was much that could stop it—and I didn’t
know if I could live with it.

A few months before, in April 1976, Gary—ten years my senior—had
been paroled from the U.S. Penitentiary at Marion, Illinois, to Provo, Utah,
following a fifteen-year period of often brutal incarceration, largely at Ore-
gon State Prison. Unfortunately, Gary’s new life as a free man shortly grew
troubled and violent, and on a hot and desperate July night, my brother
crossed a line that no one should ever come to cross: in a moment born from
a life of anger and ruin, Gary murdered an innocent man—a young Mormon
named Max Jensen—during a service station robbery. The next night, he
murdered another innocent man—another young Mormon, Ben Bushnell,
who was working as a Provo motel manager—during a second robbery.
Within hours, Gary was arrested, and within days he had confessed to his
crimes. The trial that followed was pretty much an open-and-shut affair:
Gary was convicted of first degree murder in the shooting of Ben Bushnell,
and he was sentenced to death. Given the choice of being hung or shot, Gary
elected to be shot.

All this had happened before I began writing for Rolling Stone, and a
few months later, when I did begin working for the magazine, I never men-
tioned anything about my brother or his crimes to any of my editors or
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fellow journalists. Only a handful of my friends knew about my strained
relationship with my troubled brother. The truth is, I had put myself at a
distance from the realities of Gary’s life for many years; I told myself that I
feared him, that I resented his violent and self-ruinous choices, that he and I
did not really share the same bloodline. After Gary’s killings and his subse-
quent death sentence, I felt grief and rage over his acts, and I also felt deep
and painful humiliation: I could not believe that my brother had left his
family with so much horror and shame to live with, and I could not forgive
him for what he had done to the families of Max Jensen and Ben Bushnell.
But in a way, the whole episode seemed more like a culmination of horror
rather than its new beginning. That’s because part of me believed that Gary
would never be executed—after all, there had not been any executions in
America in a decade—and that he instead would simply rot away the rest of
his life in the bitter nothingness of a Utah prison. At the same time, I think
another, deeper part of me always understood that Gary had been born (or at
least raised) to die the death he would die.

Auy hope for serenity in my life had been destroyed. Shortly after I
heard about Gary’s wish to be executed, I told my editor at Rolling Stone, Ben
Fong-Torres, about my relationship with Gary. By this time, Gary Gilmore
was a daily name in nationwide headlines, and I felt that the magazine had a
right to know that [ was his brother. Fong-Torres, who had lost a brother of
his own through violence, was extremely sympathetic and supportive during
the period that followed, and eventually he gave me the opportunity to write
about my experience of Gary’s execution for the magazine. To be honest, not
everybody at Rolling Stone back in early 1977 thought it was such a great idea
to run that article (“A Death in the Family,” March 10, 1977), and I could
understand their misgivings: After all, what would be the point of publishing
what might appear to be one man’s apology for his murderous and suicidal
brother? Still, following the turmoil of Gary’s death, I needed to find a way to
express the devastation that I had just gone through, or else I might never be
able to climb out of that devastation. With the help of Fong-Torres and fellow
editors Barbara Downey and Sarah Lazin, a fairly decent and honest piece of
first-person journalism was created, and in the process a significant portion
of my sanity and hope were salvaged. More important, perhaps the people
who read it got a glimpse into the reality of living at the center of an
unstoppable national nightmare.

In the season that followed Gary’s death, I went to work for Rolling
Stone full-time in Los Angeles. It wasn’t an easy period for me—I felt dis-
placed, and (once again) was drinking too much and taking too many pills—
but the magazine gave me plenty of slack; maybe more than I deserved. As
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time went along, I began to find some of my strength and purpose again as a
music writer, and Rolling Stone gave me the opportunity to meet and write
about some of the people whose music and words had mattered most in my
life. It was also a season in which I spent many nights lost in the dark and
brilliant splendor of punk. I liked the way the music confronted its listeners
with the reality of our merciless age. Punk, as much as anything, saved my
soul in those years, and gave me cause for hope—which is perhaps a funny
thing to say about a movement (or experiment) that’s first premise was: there
are no simple hopes that are not false or at least suspect.

(S0

[ wroTE FoOR Rolling Stone from 1976 until the present—sometimes as a
staff writer, sometimes as a contributor. In the years after 1979, I also wrote
for Musician and the Los Angeles Times briefly, and in the early 1980s I was
(for a year or so) the music editor at the L.A. Weekly. In the autumn of 1982,
I became the pop music critic of the (now defunct) Los Angeles Herald
Examiner, where 1 worked until 1987. For the first two or three years, the
Herald was a sublime place to write; it was a paper that allowed writers to
find and exercise their own voice, sometimes at great length (I'm afraid I
became a bit long-winded during that period, but brevity has rarely been my
strong suit). Then, sometime in 1985, a new managing editor came in to the
paper—a self-described “neo-conservative.” I've never shared much affinity
with conservatives of any variety (I'm pretty much an American leftist and
have not been shy nor apologetic about that leaning). In August 1985, I
reviewed a live performance by Sting for the Herald. Sting wasn’t a performer
or songwriter I liked much—that was plain from my review—but I admired
two things about his music at that time: his willingness to attempt adventur-
ous, swing-inflected pop with a band that included saxophonist Branford
Marsalis, and his acuity about the realities of mid-1980s, Margaret Thatcher—
defined British politics. I was particularly taken by his performance of a
song called “We Work the Black Seams,” and I wrote the following about
1t:

“We Work the Black Seams” . . . was perhaps Sting’s only
serious statement that wasn’t saved solely by the prowess of his
band, as well as the only one that didn’t need saving. In part,
that’s because with its lulling arpeggios and mellifluent chorus it
is the one song in Sting’s new batch that is most like his Police
material. But there’s more to it than that: It is also the one song
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uttered from outside Sting’s usual above-it-all perspective—a song
told from the view of a British coal miner faced with the uncaring
determinism of his government. In order to tell his tale . . .
Sting climbs down deep inside the place and conditions where the
character lives: He is aware that the fate of the miner’s
professions—and therefore the future economy of his class—has
already been irrevocably shut off, and so he sings his account in a
tired and resigned voice, but also with a dark, deadly, righteous
sense of pain and anger: “Our blood has stained the coal/We
tunneled deep inside the nation’s soul/We matter more than
pounds and pence/Your economic theory makes no sense.”

The Herald's new editor was not pleased to read such sentiments in his
paper. He sent a message to me via another editor: “Rock & roll is music
about and for teenagers. Write about it from that point of view.” I ignored the
warning—in fact, I stepped up my politics—which meant that soon my life
at the Herald was hell. I wasn’t alone. I watched the paper’s managerial
structure drive some of its best writers out of the company. The managers
believed, I was later told, that it was perhaps the writers’ affections for style
and point of view that was costing the paper its readers (and hell, maybe they
were even right).

I left the Herald Examiner in 1987, but by that time I was badly disillu-
sioned. Plus I was going through another of my end-of-the-world romantic
aftermaths. I wasn’t sure I wanted to remain a writer—but what else did I
know how to do? A sympathetic friend and editor at Rolling Stone, James
Henke, gave me a series of assignments. I remember hating writing each of
them. All I wanted to do was sulk and drink and hate some more. Still, I had
bills to pay. Looking back, I see how those assignments helped save me and
also taught me some invaluable lessons: one, that summoning the will to
write—even at the worst points in my life—meant I had an inner strength
that was invaluable and that I should trust; two, that I had not yet lost my
love for popular music and its meanings and how it mattered to its audi-
ences. Plus, I realized it still mattered to me—that is, it still helped me.
Popular music, all said and done, was among the best friends—and one of
the few real confidants—I’d ever known in my life. Whereas you could talk
to and confide and hope and trust in a lover, that lover might still leave
or betray you. A great song, by contrast, would talk fo you—and its
truths would never betray you. At 3 A.M., outside of the greatest and most
sinful sex, there was nothing that could mean as much as a pop song
that told you secrets about your own fucked-up and yearning
heart.
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A FEW YEARS AGO, after the publication of Shot in the Heart (a story
about my family’s generational history of violence), I received several letters
from readers asking me to compile some of my earlier writings for publica-
tion. I didn’t much like the idea. I thought my pop writing was too disjointed
and had covered too much musical stylistic terrain to work in any cohesive
volume. Also, I'd just finished a book about looking back at my past. I wasn’t
anxious to start another—especially since reading my old writings always
made my skin crawl. Instead, I preferred to write my own original history
about rock & roll’s epic patterns of disruption, but that idea didn’t excite
most of the people I talked to. After all, it was a season when pundits like
Allan Bloom and William Bennett could write depthless and malicious in-
dictments of popular culture and achieve fame and success for doing so. A
history (and defense) of rock’s agitation did not prove an appealing idea to
some people.

Then, following an article I wrote for Rolling Stone in 1996 about the
death of Timothy Leary, I again received requests for a collection of writings.
I felt a little more receptive to the idea by that time, because I knew I had a
handful of articles I’d like to have enjoy a second (if only brief) life. At first,
though, the process of selecting those articles was not fun. I'm a big believer
that one should never read too much of one’s own writing; you begin to see
all the repetitions, all the flaws. A week into the project, I felt like bailing out.
Also, I’d written so much about some subjects—such as Bob Dylan, Lou
Reed, punk, and Bruce Springsteen—that I wasn’t sure which piece (or
pieces) to pick as the most representative.

Then one morning, about 2 A.M. (my favorite hour—that is, next to 3
AM.), I came to understand something that should have been apparent all
along: Without realizing it, I had been writing my own version of a rock &
roll history for over a generation. I began to see how I could collect some of
my preferred (at least to my tastes) writings, yet also refashion them to
construct an outline, a shadow, of rock & roll history—and that is what I
have tried to do here. This is not, of course, a proper history of rock & roll;
there is far too much that is not addressed in this book as widely as it should
be (including blues, punk, jazz, and hip-hop—all of which have been great
adventures that have made rock & roll count for even more). Instead, I've
tried to construct a volume out of a mix of personal touchstones (Bob Dylan,
John Lydon, Lou Reed, and others), interview encounters (such as the Clash,
Sinéad O’Connor, Miles Davis, and Keith Jarrett), and a sampling of critical
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indulgences (Feargal Sharkey and Marianne Faithfull’s “Trouble in Mind,”
among the latter). Some of these pieces are printed here pretty close to their
original published form, but most have been revised, reassembled, rewritten,
or newly thought out. The Bob Dylan chapter, for example, includes ele-
ments from over twenty-three years of articles I've written about Dylan, plus
many new passages.

I’ve tried to put it all together in an orderly way that might make for a
story arc of sorts, from Elvis Presley’s invention and weird fame to Kurt
Cobain, and the horrible costs of his inventions and weird fame. “A STARTING
PLACE: A JULY AFTERNOON,” is about Elvis, where it all begins—or at least
where it began in my own life. “Setting Out for the Territories” is about the
people who took Elvis’s possibilities and expanded them—the obvious folks:
the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and the Rolling Stones; in this section, the story
moves from the 1950s to the 1960s. “Remaking the Territories” is more or
less about what happened in the 1970s (with the exception of disco, which is
addressed in the following section). These are stories about people who
began to expand and remake rock—sometimes with wonderful and some-
times horrible results. “Dreams and Wars” is largely about what happened in
the 1980s, as rock (again) took on the powers that be—or actually, the other
way around: the powers that be took on rock & roll, in big, bold, ugly ways.
This section forms the story (in my mind) of some of what rock means in
America and what it has said about the nation, its promises, betrayals, and
politics; what Americans think of rock & roll in return; how dance music and
heavy metal and rap work and matter for their audiences; and how moralists
have tried to shut the whole thing down. There’s also a Michael Jackson
chapter in this section, because it’s the best place for it and after a while,
Jackson too became part of the problem. “Lone Voices” is a section about
people (some well known, some obscure) who made lone and brave choices
and music in the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, “Endings” is exactly what its title
proclaims: stories about how some people lived and died, in both their music
and their lives.

It IS NOW 1997, as I write this. I am a forty-six-year-old man. I still
spend far too many post-midnights listening to new and old loved music.
(And far too often hear from my girlfriend: “Could you please turn that
down just a little? And when are you coming to bed?”) I still love popular
music—from Robert Johnson, Billie Holiday, Louis Armstrong, and Frank
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Sinatra to Nine Inch Nails, Marilyn Manson, Tupac Shakur, and (still and
always) Bob Dylan—above all other twentieth-century popular culture
forms.

And yet there is something about today’s music that bothers me terri-
bly—or to be more accurate, about today’s music business. I am troubled by
the way the music industry (and not just major corporate labels, but also
numerous independent outfits) sign or record artists for what these labels see
as a certain sound, quirk, style, nuance, niche, or whatever—and are loathe
to allow those artists to expand or develop much beyond that one thing. That
is partly why we see so many one-hit wonders—or one moment wonders—
whether it’s Green Day, Cowboy Junkies, the Offspring, Faith No More, or
(P'm willing to bet, though maybe I'm being unkind) Alanis Morissette.
These artists are milked, drained, toured, and discarded before they even
have a shot at a second round. It’s a new kind of pop hegemony—a block-
buster hegemony, not at all unlike the blockbuster mentality that has made
so much modern film tiresome, predictable and limited. As much as I'm not
a real fan of U2, REM.,, or Pearl Jam, I admire the way they resist being
stratified, directed, or contained.

Still, I don’t want to sound like a grumbler or somebody who has lost
faith. Pop music hegemony is nothing new. The industry loves it, seeks it—
that is, until somebody shatters the security of that dominance: somebody
like Elvis Presley, the Beatles, the Sex Pistols, Nirvana, N.W.A. Then, the
industry goes off in search of artists who can parlay all the new dissidence
and invention into yet another newer, hipper, profitable version of domi-
nance. It’s maddening, but it’s also fine—sometimes, in fact, it’s great fun.
That’s the way things work. Somebody makes a moment or career out of
sundering the known order and sound, and then the industry and culture try
to make that act of sundering into a model for mass commodity. I'm not sure
it’s entirely bad—if only because it guarantees that, come tomorrow, some-
body else, somebody new and wonderful and daring and deadly, will have
something to disrupt and displace, to the pleasure and outrage of many.

Besides, for all the inevitable corporate appropriation that goes on in
popular music, rock & roll and hip-hop still face much more serious prob-
lems and enemies: All those folks like William Bennett, C. DeLores Tucker,
Newt Gingrich, Bob Dole, and (I hate to admit it since I voted for the fuckers
twice) Bill Clinton and Al Gore, who still blame rock & roll for social prob-
lems, and who still refuse to acknowledge their own hand in lining the
“bridge to the twenty-first century” with some deadly potholes. I am glad
that popular music continues to seem like a risk and threat to those people,
and I am glad it still seems like an opportunity and voice for liberation (and
offense) for others. I am also immensely thankful that I was allowed to come















elvis presley’s
leap

for freedom

T t was a typically heat-thick July day in 1954 in Memphis—a city steeped in
L raw blues and country traditions. Sam Phillips—a local producer who
recorded such bluesmen as Howlin’ Wolf, Bobby “Blue” Bland, B. B. King,
and Walter Horton at the beginning of their careers for Chess Records, and
had started his own fledgling hillbilly label, Sun—had been working steadily
for months with a nineteen-year-old, long-haired, bop-wise kid, both of
them groping for some uncertain mingling of black credibility and white
style. Phillips and the kid—Elvis Presley, who had a startling musical apti-
tude and a first-hand flair for the blues—understood that hillbilly and black
music forms were on the verge of a pop-mainstream breakthrough. Both
men were ambitious enough to dream of spearheading that change; one was
daring enough to turn his ambition into a hook for generational rebellion,
though he probably saw it as little more than an act of impulsive swagger.
What happened that afternoon was both hoped for and totally unex-
pected, and comes as close to a real myth-producing event as pop culture has
yielded since the unreal flight of Huckleberry Finn. By all accounts it was a
casual occurrence. Presley was in the Sun studio with guitarist Scotty Moore
and bassist Bill Black, working up some country numbers for the heck of it,
trying to get a feel for throwing a song on tape with enough life to bounce
back. The impromptu band took a break and Presley impulsively began
playing the fool—the most acceptable guise for his inventive verve. He fell
into an Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup song, “That’s All Right,” and the rest of
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the band fell in behind. Elvis turned the moment’s frolic into a vaulting
exercise in rhythm and unconstraint, and Phillips, working in a nearby room,
recognized that it was something to be captured. He had the band reenact the
moment, and under that impetus, Presley turned his performance into a
grasp for freedom, quite unlike anything else in American pop history.

The record of that performance—with a hepped-up version of the
bluegrass standard, “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” on the flipside—made Presley
an immediate local hillbilly star, though many listeners reacted to the music
with immediate shock and anger. (By September he was playing the Grand
Ole Opry, where he was ridiculed.) No matter. A year later, Presley was on
the national charts, still being slotted as a hillbilly cat. Six months after that
he was the most famous and controversial figure in America—an unstop-
pable force who served to reshape the pop mainstream (making black and
hillbilly music not just imminent but dominant), and who almost single-
handedly redefined what it meant to be an American visionary, an American
artist, in a fierce new time. No.other modern legend was to be so widely
damned at first as a threat or joke, only later to be understood as one of our
purest, most commonly acclaimed heroes.

50l

N OW, THESE MANY YEARS later, it is almost impossible to consider
the subject of Elvis Presley without giving ground to the demands of myth
and hyperbole. Perhaps that’s the way it should be. Presley is one of the few
American post—-World War II heroes who remains largely undisclosed by the
particulars of his “real” life—he seems no more knowable for all that has
been learned about his private reality. Was Presley, as writer Albert Goldman
charged in his lurid anti-Southern, anti-indigent, anti-rock biography of the
singer, a vile womanizer and overgorged drug abuser, a crass rube unworthy
of his fans? The answer—at least in part—might well be yes. Does this
knowledge somehow diminish the value of the singer’s influence or the verity
of his importance? The answer, this time, resoundingly, is no. As Presley
biographer and critic Dave Marsh has commented, “You don’t need to be a
great man to be a great artist,” an acknowledgment that, in the passage from
untidy truth to exalted myth, certain artists and celebrities earn their shot at
transfiguring our culture, and maybe our lives to boot, regardless of their
character lapses.

Of course, there’s an equally unnerving truth to be faced here: Simply,
that great art isn’t exactly the vindication for a life or career poorly lived—
that great art, in fact, doesn’t necessarily exonerate the person behind the art
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or bring us any closer to the real experience of that person’s life. Thus, after a
point, after his impact was enough to change the course—indeed, the mean-
ing and reach—of popular culture, Presley’s art no longer stood for or be-
longed solely to him: It also became whatever we made (and remade) of it.
That is why his effect remains so overpowering forty-four years after his
initial explosion of fame, and a generation after his pitiable death.

And yet the irony of all this is that Presley himself—possibly the one
figure more people in contemporary American pop history have agreed on
than any other (have lovingly elected as hero, leader, saint, cynosure)—stays
as elusive as he is enticing. Some of us delve in to his sexual and religious
preoccupations as a way of comprehending or “knowing” him; others pore
over the minutiae of his music. It’s as if we expect something to fall into place
one of these days, expect to learn whether this young iconoclast turned fallen
nighthawk and wretched glutton was really a bunco man, fool, traitor, con-
queror, or simply one of our greatest involuntary democrats. The true object,
though, of this delving is always our wayward selves: Somewhere along the
line, some of us feel, we mislaid something by loving Presley—that when he
lost touch with his own sublime fire, some shared joy dropped into the
darkness and was never fully recovered. By looking for Presley, we are hunt-
ing after the terrible mystery of how many of us lose our dreams yet keep our
power. Consequently, we may want—or need—more from the singer now
than we did that July afternoon over forty years ago when Elvis Presley made
a unique reach for fame and liberation that had the effect of making rock &
roll a transformative—no doubt unstoppable—national fact.

WTH THE IMPORTANT exception of Martin Luther King, Jr., no other
activist or popular hero has better defined the meaning, potential, and short-
comings of the modern American birthright—no other figure has mixed the
ambitions and risks of American myth so promisingly—as Elvis Presley. He
defined revolt, aspiration, opulence, humility, pettiness, generosity, frivolity,
significance, prodigy, waste, renewal, corruption, dissolution, and a kind
posthumous transcendence. He did it all without design, with little more
than intuition and nerve, and interestingly, he accomplished it with only the
assertive mix of his own raw talent and provoking personality. He did not
perform as a “creative” force per se—a songwriter or pop philosopher—but
as a man of deeds, action, and experience.

This may not seem so much when compared with the work of such
musical figures as Louis Armstrong, Robert Johnson, Billie Holiday, Duke
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Ellington, Charlie Parker, Hank Williams, Miles Davis, Ornette Coleman,
Bob Dylan, Jerry Garcia, Duane Allman, Sly Stone, Marvin Gaye, Randy
Newman, or Bruce Springsteen. One could claim that all of these artists
made lasting legacies out of personal vision and defined themselves as much
by their thought and work—their creative invention—as their personality. In
a certain way, perhaps all are greater artists than Presley. That is, they are all
folks who wrestled with the meaning of their place in American society with
uncommon self-awareness, who expressed their discoveries, doubts, and in-
ventions with exceptional (if only sometimes instinctive) understandings of
the state of the culture around them, who could apply a full-fledged sense of
history and tradition to modern styles and predicaments—which is some-
thing that Presley only managed occasionally. For that matter, one might
infer that whatever sense of culture, history and politics the singer did pos-
sess was, as often as not, depressingly uninformed—and one might even be
right.

And yet Elvis opened more doors, bounded into the unknown with a
greater will to adventure than those other artists, and that is why, all these
years later, we still remember him with a special thrill. Without Presley as an
exemplar, rock & roll may have proved less of a lasting force because it may
also have proved less alluring: It was the idea that any of us could grow up to
be like Presley—rather than we could grow up to be like James Dean, Marlon
Brando, J. D. Salinger, Norman Mailer, John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, a
soldier or an astronaut—that made rock the most vital of our national assets
this last near-half century. Better than anybody but Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Presley personified and stylized the modern American quest for freedom,
experience, and opportunity. Chances are, we will be enjoying (or recoiling
from) the aftereffect of his exploits for many years to come.

If one accepts Elvis Presley as the definitional American modernizer,
and rock & roll as the primary postwar art form, then it is interesting to
examine rock (and not just American rock) for how well its successors have
made good on Presley’s promise: That is, after the call to freedom has been
sounded, what’s next? How does one raise the stakes, expand the territory? In
some ways, that is the main question that the rest of this book will try to
explore, though no volume can yet be close to providing final answers.









beatles
then,

beatles

ln the 1950s, rock & roll meant disruption: It was the clamor of young
people, kicking hard against the Eisenhower era’s public ethos of vapid
repression. By the outset of the 1960s, that spirit had been largely tamed, or
simply impeded by numerous misfortunes, including Elvis Presley’s film and
army careers; the death of Buddy Holly; the blacklisting of Jerry Lee Lewis
and Chuck Berry; and the persecution of D.]J. Alan Freed, who had been
stigmatized on payola charges by Tin Pan Alley interests and politicians,
angered by his championing of R&B and rock & roll. To be sure, pop still had
its share of rousing voices and trends—among them musicians like Ray
Charles and James Brown, who were rapidly transforming R&B into a more
aggressive and soulful form—but clearly, there had been a tilt: In 1960, the
music of Frankie Avalon, Paul Anka, Connie Francis, and Mitch Miller (an
avowed enemy of rock & roll) ruled the airwaves and the record charts, giving
some observers the notion that decency and order had returned to the popu-
lar mainstream. But within a few years, rock would regain its disruptive
power with a joyful vengeance, until by the decade’s end it would be seen as a
genuine force of cultural and political consequence. For a remarkable season,
it was a widely held truism—or threat, depending on your point of view—
that rock & roll could (and should) make a difference: that it was eloquent
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and inspiring and principled enough to change the world—maybe even
save it.

How did such a dramatic development take place? How did rock & roll
come to be seen as such a potent voice for cultural revolution?

In part, of course, it was simply a confluence of auspicious conditions
and ambitious prodigies that would break things open. Or, if you prefer a
more romantic or mythic view, you could simply say that rock & roll had set
something loose in the 1950s—a spirit of cultural abandon—that could not
be stopped or refused, and you might even be right. Certainly, rock & roll
had demonstrated that it was capable of inspiring massive generational and
social ferment, and that its rise could even have far-reaching political conse-
quences. That is, admiring and buying the music of Elvis Presley not only
raised issues of sex and age and helped stylize new customs of youth revolt,
but also inevitably advanced the cause of racial tolerance, if not social equal-
ity. This isn’t to say that to enjoy Presley or rock & roll was the same as
subscribing to liberal politics, nor is it to suggest that the heroism of R&B
and rock musicians was equal to that of civil rights campaigners like Martin
Luther King, Jr., Medgar Evers, or Rosa Parks, who paid through pain, hu-
miliation, and blood for their courage. But rock & roll did present black
musical forms—and consequently black sensibilities and black causes—to a
wider (and whiter) audience than ever before, and as a result, it drove
a fierce, threatening wedge into the heart of the American musical main-
stream.

By the 1960s, though, as the sapless Eisenhower years were ending and
the brief, lusty Kennedy era was forming, a new generation was coming of
age. The parents of this generation had worked and fought for ideals of
peace, security, and affluence, and they expected their children not merely to
appreciate or benefit from this bequest, but also to affirm and extend their
prosperous new world. But the older generation was also passing on legacies
of fear and some unfinished obligations—anxieties of nuclear obliteration
and ideological difference, and sins of racial violence—and in the rush to
stability, priceless ideals of equality and justice had been compromised, even
lost. Consequently, the children of this age—who would forever be dubbed
the “baby boom generation”—were beginning to question the morality and
politics of postwar America, and some of their musical tastes began to reflect
this unrest. In particular, folk music—led by Peter, Paul, and Mary; Joan
Baez; and, in particular, Bob Dylan—was gaining a new credibility and
popularity, as well as an important moral authority. It spoke for a world that
should be, and it was stirring many young people to commit themselves to
social activism, especially regarding the cause of civil rights. But for all its
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egalitarian ideals, folk was a music of past and largely spent traditions. As
such, it was also the medium for an alliance of politicos and intelligentsia
that viewed a teen-rooted, mass entertainment form like rock & roll with
derision. The new generation had not yet found a style or standard-bearer
that could tap the temper of the times in the same way that Presley and
rockabilly had accomplished in the 1950s.

VN

WHEN ROCK & ROLL'S rejuvenation came, it was from a place small
and unlikely, and far away. Indeed, in the early 1960s, Liverpool, England,
was a fading port town that had slid from grandeur to dilapidation during
the postwar ear, and it had come to be viewed by snobbish Londoners as
a demeaned place of outsiders—in a class-conscious land that was itself
increasingly an outsider in modern political affairs and popular culture.
But one thing Liverpool had was a brimming pop scene, made up of
bands playing tough and exuberant blues- and R&B-informed rock &
roll.

One Saturday morning back in 1961, a young customer entered a rec-
ord store called NEMS, “The Finest Record Store in Liverpool,” on White-
chapel, a busy road in the heart of the city’s stately commercial district. The
young man asked store manager Brian Epstein for a new single, “My Bon-
nie,” by the Beatles. Epstein replied that he had never heard of the record—
indeed, had never heard of the group, which he took to be an obscure,
foreign pop group. The customer, Raymond Jones, pointed out the front
window, across Whitechapel, where Stanley Street juts into a murky-looking
alley area. Around that corner, he told Epstein, on a smirched lane known as
Mathew Street, the Beatles—perhaps the most popular of Liverpudlian rock
& roll groups—performed afternoons at a cellar club, the Cavern. A few days
later, prompted by more requests, Epstein made that journey around Stanley
onto Mathew and down the dank steps into the Cavern. With that odd
trudge, modern pop culture turned its most eventful corner. By October
1962, Brian Epstein was the Beatles’ manager, and the four-piece ensemble
had broken into Britain’s Top 20 with a folkish rock song, “Love Me Do.”
There was little about the single that heralded greatness—the group’s lead-
ers, John Lennon and Paul McCartney, weren’t yet distinguished songwrit-
ers—but nonetheless the song began a momentum that would forever shat-
ter the American grip on the U.K. pop charts.

In many ways, Britain was as ripe for a pop cataclysm as America had
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been for Presley during the ennui after world war. In England—catching the
reverberations of not just Presley, but the jazz milieu of Miles Davis and Jack
Kerouac—the youth scene had acquired the status of a mammoth subcul-
tural class: the by-product of a postwar population, top-heavy with people
under the age of eighteen. For those people, pop music denoted more than
preferred entertainment or even stylistic rebellion: It signified the idea of
autonomous society. British teenagers weren’t just rejecting their parents’
values—they were superseding them, though they were also acting out their
eminence in American terms—in the music of Presley and rockabilly; in
blues and jazz tradition.

When Brian Epstein first saw the Beatles at the Cavern, he saw not only
a band who delivered their American obsessions with infectious verve but
also reflected British youth’s joyful sense of being cultural outsiders, ready to
seize everything new, and everything that their surrounding society tried to
prohibit them. What’s more, Epstein figured that the British pop scene
would recognize and seize on this kinship. As the group’s manager, Epstein
cleaned up the Beatles’ punkness considerably, but he didn’t deny the group
its spirit or musical instincts, and in a markedly short time, his faith paid off.
A year after “Love Me Do” peaked at number 17 in the New Musical Express
charts, the Beatles had six singles active in the Top 20 in the same week,
including the top three positions—an unprecedented and still unduplicated
feat. In the process, Lennon and McCartney had grown enormously as writ-
ers—in fact, they were already one of the best composing teams in pop
history—and the group itself had upended the local pop scene, establishing a
hierarchy of long-haired male ensembles, playing a popwise but hard-bash-
ing update of ’50s-style rock & roll. But there was more to it than mere pop
success: The Beatles were simply the biggest explosion England had wit-
nessed in modern history, short of war. In less than a year, they had trans-
formed British pop culture—had redefined not only its intensities and pos-
sibilities, but had turned it into a matter of nationalistic impetus.

Then, on February 9, 1964, following close on the frenzied break-
through of “I Saw Her Standing There” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,”
TV variety-show kingpin Ed Sullivan presented the Beatles for the first time
to a mass American audience, and it proved to be an epochal moment. The
Sullivan appearance drew over 70 million viewers—the largest TV audience
ever, at that time—an event that cut across divisions of style and region, and
drew new divisions of era and age; an event that, like Presley, made rock &
roll seem an irrefutable opportunity. Within days it was apparent that not
just pop style but a whole dimension of youth society had been recast—that
a genuine upheaval was under way, offering a frenetic distraction to the
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dread that had set into America after the assassination of President John F.
Kennedy, and a renewal of the brutally wounded ideal that youthfulness
carried our national hope. Elvis Presley had shown us how rebellion could
be fashioned into eye-opening style; the Beatles were showing us how style
could take on the impact of cultural revelation—or at least how a pop vision
might be forged into an unimpeachable consensus. Virtually overnight, the
Beatles® arrival in the American consciousness announced that not only the
music and times were changing, but that we were changing as well. Every-
thing about the band—its look, sound, style, and abandon—made plain that
we were entering a different age, that young people were free to redefine
themselves in completely new terms.

All of which raises an interesting question: Would the decade’s pop and
youth scenes have been substantially different without the Beatles? Or were
the conditions such that, given the right catalyst, an ongoing pop explosion
was inevitable? Certainly other bands (including the Shadows, the Dave
Clark Five, the Searchers, the Zombies, Gerry and the Pacemakers, and Man-
fred Mann) contributed to the sense of an emerging scene, and yet others
(among them the Kinks, the Who, the Animals, the Rolling Stones, and—
especially—Bob Dylan) would make music just as vital, and more aggressive
(and sometimes smarter and more revealing) than that of the Beatles. Yet the
Beatles had a singular gift that transcended even their malleable sense of
style, or John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s genius as songwriters and ar-
rangers, or Brian Epstein and producer George Martin’s unerring steward-
ship as devoted mentors. Namely, the Beatles possessed an almost impecca-
ble flair for rising to the occasion of their own moment in history, for
honoring the promise of their own talents—and this knack turned out to be
the essence, the heart, of their artistry. The thrill and momentum wouldn’t
fade for several years; the music remained a constant surprise and delight,
the band, continually transfixing and influential, as both their work and
presence intensified our lives. In the end, only their own conceits, conflicts,
ambitions, and talents served as decisive boundaries.

In short, the Beatles were a rupture—they changed modern history—
and no less a visionary than Bob Dylan understood the meaning of their
advent. “They were doing things nobody else was doing. . . . ,” he later told
biographer Anthony Scaduto. “But I just kept it to myself that I really dug
them. Everybody else thought they were just for the teenyboppers, that they
were gonna pass right away. But it was obvious to me that they had staying
power. I knew they were pointing the direction that music had to go. . . . It
seemed to me a definite line was being drawn. This was something that never
happened before.”
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THE BEATLES, of course, were hardly alone in transforming the 1960s’
pop soundscape. Bob Dylan—inspired by the Beatles’ creativity, freedom,
and impact—moved on to electric music in 1965, to the outrage of the folk
community though also to an incalculable benefit for rock & roll. The Roll-
ing Stones—whose pop careers the Beatles helped make possible (in fact,
Lennon and McCartney wrote the band’s first hit single, “I Wanna Be Your
Man”)—were already impressing nervous adults as being a bit repellent for
the obvious sexual implications of a song like “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfac-
tion.” And there was much more: Some of the most pleasurable and endur-
ing music of the 1960s was being made by the monumental black-run Detroit
label, Motown—which had scored over two dozen Top 10 hits by 1965 alone,
by such artists as Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, the Supremes, Marvin
Gaye, Stevie Wonder, the Temptations, Martha and the Vandellas, Mary
Wells, and the Four Tops. By contrast, a grittier brand of the new soul
sensibility was being defined by Memphis-based Volt, Stax, and Atlantic
artists like Sam and Dave, Booker T. and the MGs, Wilson Pickett, Carla and
Rufus Thomas, Johnnie Taylor, Eddie Floyd, James Carr and William Bell,
and most memorably, Otis Redding. In other words, black forms remained
vital to rock and pop’s growth (in fact, R&B’s codes, styles, and spirit had
long served as models for white pop and teen rebellion—especially for the
young Beatles and Rolling Stones), and as racial struggles continued through
the decade, soul—as well as the best jazz from artists like Miles Davis, John
Coltrane, Eric Dolphy, Ornette Coleman, Archie Shepp, Cecil Taylor, and
Sonny Rollins—increasingly expressed black culture’s developing views of
pride, identity, history, and power. By 1967, when Aretha Franklin scored
with a massive hit cover of Otis Redding’s “Respect,” black pop was capable
of signifying ideals of racial pride and feminist valor that would have been
unthinkable a decade earlier.

Yet perhaps the greatest triumph of the time was simply that, for a long
and glorious season, all these riches—white invention and black genius—
played alongside one another in a radio marketplace that was more open
than it had ever been before (or would ever be again), for a shared audience
that revered it all. Just how heady and diverse the scene was came across
powerfully in the 1965 film The T.A.M.I. Show—a greatest-hits pop revue
that, in its stylistic and racial broadmindedness, anticipated the would-be
catholic spirit that later characterized the Monterey Pop and Woodstock
festivals. For those few hours, as artists like the Supremes, Beach Boys, Chuck
Berry, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, Marvin Gaye, Jan and Dean,
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James Brown, and the Rolling Stones stood alongside one another onstage at
the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium, rock & roll looked and felt like a dizzy-
ing, rich, complex, and joyous community, in which any celebration or
redemption was possible.

In oNE waY or another, this longing for community—the dream of self-
willed equity and harmony, or at least tolerant pluralism in a world where
familiar notions of family and accord were breaking down—would haunt
rock’s most meaningful moments for the remainder of the decade. Unfortu-
nately, the same forces that would deepen and expand the music’s social-
mindedness—that would make rock the most publicly felt or consumed part
of an actively self-defining counterculture—were also the forces that would
contribute to the dissolution of that dream. In 1965, after waging the most
successful “peace” campaign in America’s electoral history, President Lyn-
don B. Johnson began actively committing American troops to a highly
controversial and deadly military action in Vietnam, and it quickly became
apparent that it was the young who would pay the bloodiest costs for this
horrible war effort. Sixties rock had given young people a sense that they
possessed not just a new identity but also a new empowerment. Now, Viet-
nam began to teach that same audience that it was at risk, that its government
and parents would willingly sacrifice young lives for old fears and distant
threats—and would even use war as a means of diffusing youth’s new sover-
eignty. The contrast between those two realizations—between power and
peril, between joy and fear—became the central tension that defined late "60s
youth culture, and as rock reflected that tension more, it also began forming
oppositions to the jeopardy.

Consequently, the music started losing its “innocence.” The Beatles still
managed to maintain a facade of effervescence in the sounds of albums like
Beatles for Sale, Help, and even Rubber Soul, but the content of the songs had
turned more troubled. It was as if the group had lost a certain mooring.
Lennon was singing more frequently about alienation and apprehension,
McCartney about the unreliability of love—and whereas their earlier music
had fulfilled the familiar structures of 1950s rock, their newer music was
moving into unaccustomed areas and incorporating strange textures. Primar-
ily, though, the band was growing fatigued from a relentless schedule of
touring, writing, and recording. Following the imbroglio that resulted from
Lennon’s assertion that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus, and after
one last dispirited 1966 swing through America (in which they were unable
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to play their more adventurous new material), the Beatles called a formal
quits to live performances. Also, it was becoming evident that youth culture
(especially its “leaders”: pop stars) were starting to come under fire for
flouting conventional tastes and morals. Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, and
Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones were arrested for drug possession in a series
of 1967 busts in London, and were pilloried by the British press and legal
system. “I’'m not concerned with your petty morals which are illegitimate,”
Richards bravely (or perhaps foolishly) told a court official at his trial—and
it was plain that generational tensions were heating up into a full-fledged
cultural war.

Maybe these developments should have been received as harbingers of
dissolution, but the vision of rock as a unifying and liberating force had
become too exciting, too deep-seated, to be denied. By this time rock & roll
was plainly youth style, and youth was forming alternative communities and
political movements throughout Europe and America. In the Haight-
Ashbury district of San Francisco, something approaching utopia seemed to
be happening. Bands like the Jefferson Airplane, Grateful Dead, Quicksilver
Messenger Service, Big Brother and the Holding Company, and the Charla-
tans were forming social bonds with the same audiences they were playing
for, and were trying to build a working communal ethos (and social redemp-
tion) from a swirling mix of music, drugs, sex, metaphysics, and idealistic
love.

In mid 1967, after a year-long hiatus, the Beatles helped raise this
worldview from the margins to worldwide possibility with the release of Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band—a cohesive, arty, and brilliant work that
tapped perfectly the collective generational mood of the times, and that
reestablished the foursome’s centrality to rock’s power structure. It wasn’t
that the Beatles had invented the psychedelic or avant-garde aesthetic that
their new music epitomized—in fact, its spacey codes and florid textures and
arrangements had been clearly derived from the music of numerous innova-
tive San Francisco and British bands. But with Sgt. Pepper, they managed to
refine what these other groups had been groping for, and they did so in a way
that unerringly manifested the sense of independence and iconoclasm that
now seized youth culture. At the album’s end, John Lennon sang “A Day in
the Life”—the loveliest-sounding song about alienation that pop had ever
yielded—and then all four Beatles hit the same loud, lingering, portentous
chord on four separate pianos. As that chord lingered and then faded, it
bound up an entire culture in its mysteries, its implications, its sense of
power and hope. In some ways, it was the most magical moment that culture
would ever share, and the last gesture of genuine unity that we would ever
hear from the Beatles.
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Sgt. Pepper was an era-defining and form-busting work. To many, it
certified that rock was now art and that art was, more than ever, a mass
medium. It also established the primacy of the album as pop’s main for-
mat—as a vehicle for fully-formed conceptual ventures and as the main
means by which rock artists communicated their truths (or pretensions) to
their audience, and by which they conjoined and enlightened that audience.
Rock was filled now with not only ideals of defiance, but dreams of love,
community, and spirituality. Even the Rolling Stones—who always sang
about much darker concerns, would start recording songs about love and
altruism (that is, for a week or two). “For a brief while,” wrote critic Lang-
don Winner of the Sgt. Pepper era, “the irreparably fragmented consciousness
of the West was unified, at least in the minds of the young.”

But that blithe center couldn’t forever hold. By the time Sgt. Pepper was
on the streets, San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury was already turning into a
scary and ugly place, riddled with corruption and hard drugs, and overpopu-
lated with bikers, rapists, thieves, and foolish shamans. In addition, a public
backlash was forming. Many Americans were afraid they had lost their young
to irredeemable allures and ideologies, and in California, Ronald Reagan had
already won a gubernatorial campaign that was largely predicated on anti-
youth sentiment. It was a time for media panic, for generational recrimina-
tion and political separatism, for opposing views of America’s worth and
future. It was an intoxicating time but also a frightening one. Known certain-
ties were slipping away, or being abandoned. More and more, it looked as if
there were no turning back, and as if everything were at stake.

Sl

In FACT, more was at stake than anybody realized. The Beatles would
make more great music, but their collective fate was twisting out of their
control. In August 1967, Brian Epstein died alone in his London home of a
sleeping pill overdose. Epstein had made many business and personal errors,
but he had remained steadfast in his belief in (and love for) the Beatles, and
without him, the group was soon rudderless. In May 1968, John Lennon
began an affair with Yoko Ono—a respected avant-garde artist who had been
part of New York’s Fluxus movement. Soon after, he left and divorced his
wife, Cynthia Powell, and his resulting inseparable closeness with Ono caused
much tension within the Beatles’ world. Paul McCartney, meantime, tried to
keep the band on course (sometimes disastrously, as with Magical Mystery
Tour; sometimes splendidly, as with Abbey Road), but the other group mem-
bers began to resent and distrust what they saw as the bassist’s egoistic
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bossiness. There were other trying matters: the drug busts of Lennon and
Harrison, plus the arrival and bullying manner of new manager, Allen Klein
(despised by McCartney, entrusted by the others, and eventually sued by all).
But the decisive rift in the Beatles occurred in the relationship between
McCartney and Lennon. Theirs was the real romance and unbelievably cre-
ative partnership that made the Beatles’ popularity grow and span the world,
and when that mutual affection and cooperation was over—like the dissolu-
tion of any major passion—there was no turning back. The Beatles went on
to record The Beatles (better known as the White Album); they also made Let
It Be; then they made Abbey Road. But regardless of the merits of any of those
works, it was difficult for those four men to remain comfortably in the same
room for long.

The Beatles ended in April 1970, at almost the same moment that Let It
Be became their fourteenth number 1 album. Maybe the end was none too
soon, but it was clear that, as they finished their union, the Beatles also
finished a great adventure and a worthy dream.

In the documentary film Let It Be (and even more memorably in the
book Get Back, which accompanied the British release of the film’s sound-
track), McCartney, Lennon, and Harrison argued endlessly among each
other over the most artful way of making what was originally intended as
artless music, while also trying to make the hapless event of the film seem like
a natural document of their musical communion. The group had been
marked by the emerging cynicism of the era that was to follow. They were
already regarding one another as creations of undeserved hype. For every-
thing they had once been—Ilively, novel, and uplifting—the Beatles ended as
bitter, mutually unbelieving strangers.

E

It 1s ~no SECRET that for the better part of the next two decades, the
former Beatles preferred to have little to do with each other or their momen-
tous history. Something about being the Beatles—an adventure which, for
the most part, had been so marvelous to observe—left the four men at the
heart of the experience seeming wounded, haunted, even bitter. “We were
just a band who made it very, very, big,” John Lennon told Rolling Stone’s
Jann Wenner in December 1970. “That’s all.”

And then, to stick his point, in one of the best songs from the outset of
his solo career, Lennon declared: “I don’t believe in Beatles. . . ./The dream
is over.” It was a brave thing to say; no doubt painful as well. But what about
the legions of admirers who had believed that dream, who had come of age
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with the Beatles, whose world and lives had been transformed in part by the
band’s growth? “It’s only a rock group that split up,” said Lennon. “It’s
nothing important. You know, you have all their records there, if you want to
reminisce.” George Harrison added: “All things must pass,” before embark-
ing on a solo career that, far too often, indicated that among those things that
are truly perishable are passion, vision, and purpose.

Even when some of the more grievous injuries began to heal between
the former bandmates—in particular, the rift between Lennon and Paul
McCartney, the songwriting team who had enjoyed the closest relationship
within the group, but whose parting was especially caustic—the four men
and their former commonwealth remained entangled in complex lawsuits.
(At one time or another, the ex-Beatles were involved in litigation—or pros-
pects of litigation—with the band’s onetime manager, Allen Klein; the band’s
major label distributor, EMI; Lennon and McCartney’s music publishers;
and, of course, with each other. The imbroglios lasted until 1989.) No
chance, in the midst of such sustained disagreements, for the mythic reunion
that so many fans, journalists, and concert promoters kept hoping for. (“Sat-
urday Night Live”’s Lorne Michaels parodied this mania by offering the
foursome one thousand dollars for a one-time appearance. According to one
delightful rumor, the band came damn close to taking him up on the offer.)
Indeed, for some music devotees, the idea of a reunited Beatles became
something like a pop culture version of the quest for the Holy Grail: If the
group would just get back together, the thinking went, perhaps some of the
1960s’ lost ideals of unity and hopefulness might be regained. The former
Beatles wanted no part of such a delusion; it would’ve been a work of fake
community. Besides, theirs was a done history. Time to move on, to face
their new destinies as four grown men. Separately.

Then, in December 1980, an unhinged Beatles fan shot John Lennon to
death outside Lennon’s Manhattan apartment building, just a few weeks after
the former Beatle had released his first new music in four years. A fucking
awful payoff: six bullets for a man who had enriched the lives of millions, and
who had helped transfigure an entire culture. The Beatles’ dream—and any
chance it might be reanimated—was finally, irrevocably, over. In 1989, when
asked again if the band might still get back together, George Harrison stated:
“As far as I’'m concerned, there won’t be a Beatles reunion as long as John
Lennon remains dead.”

Well, not so fast. In the mid-1990s, the Beatles were back, with two
“new” Beatles songs: “Free as a Bird” and “Real Love,” written and sung by,
of all people, John Lennon. The surviving Beatles—McCartney, Harrison,
Ringo Starr—regrouped in the studio again, singing and playing along with
Lennon’s tape-recorded voice (from demos of unfinished late 1970s songs,
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given to McCartney by Yoko Ono), and working cooperatively to shape a
collective biography of the band. In addition, the group produced nearly
seven hours of previously unreleased Beatles recordings (comprising three
full-length double CD sets, and two shorter CDs—the latter featuring the
“Free as a Bird” and “Real Love” singles and other tracks). Plus, there was a
ten-hour, multimedia video history of the band, The Beatles Anthology, nar-
rated for the most part by the Beatles themselves (McCartney, Harrison, and
Starr contributed original interviews for the project; Lennon was heard post-
humously, from earlier taped statements). In effect, we got what we were
never supposed to get: a Beatles reunion. Or at least its 1990s equivalent—a
virtual reality-style mix of disembodied dead voices and polished up-to-the-
minute ambitions.

The only question was: How much did all this new product contribute
to our appreciation of the Beatles’ music, or our understanding of their
history? A fair amount, it turns out, though perhaps not always in ways that
the Beatles intended.

TH E MUSICAL component of the Anthology series—the three double CDs
and two CD single sets—are a rich if problematic trove. Combined, the eight
CDs offer over 140 recordings—including unreleased masters, outtakes, live
sessions, demo recordings, cover versions, rehearsals, and improvised perfor-
mances—all of which have been unavailable in any form on authorized
Beatles albums and collections until 1995 and 1996. As history, as a means of
showing how the Beatles developed the textures, arrangements, and contents
of their songs, and also how they rejected or renovated their mistakes, much
of it is fascinating. In particular, the three versions of “Strawberry Fields
Forever” on Anthology 2 (which covers the 1965-68 period in which the
Beatles went through such matchless experimental growth) show how a sim-
ple, sad-toned folk song grew into an orchestrated, style-shattering elegy to
lost certainties. On the same album, there is also a quartet version of “A Day
in the Life” which is perhaps even more affecting than the original, if that’s
possible.

But as wondrous as some of the tracks are on the first two Anthology
sets, neither collection really plays through as a truly satisfying or moving
listening experience. Anthology 1 is unfairly bogged down with speech ex-
cerpts that deprive the rock & roll sequencing of much of its momentum.
Anthology 2—which should have been the most monumental of these pack-
ages—lacks real cohesion; it moves from simple, wonderful, primal rock to
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baroque psychedelia too quickly, too inexplicably. Also, two versions of “Fool
on the Hill”—let’s admit it—are two too many. (Though the set also includes
a fierce, punklike version of the “Sgt. Pepper” reprise, with McCartney affect-
ing a Bob Dylan-inflected yowl, that burns the original version to the
ground.)

It is surprising, then, that Anthology 3 not only works as the best of this
series, but is also perhaps the most revealing album in the Beatles’ entire
catalog. This set covers 1968 to 1970: the Beatles’ fateful period. These were
the years when friction set in between the band members, when John Lennon
met Yoko Ono and embarked on making avant-garde art and dabbling in
radical conceptual politics, and it was the period when Apple Records (the
Beatles’ own label) was established and then quickly spun out of control. The
music on the albums from this time proved wildly uneven. The two record
set The Beatles (better known as the White Album) was brilliant yet dis-
jointed—as if it had been made by four independent men rather than fash-
ioned by a true band—whereas Abbey Road came across as a unified master-
stroke from start to finish. Let It Be (recorded before Abbey Road, but released
later) began as an album and film project called Get Back, and was to present
the Beatles playing live, uncluttered by studio artifice (in keeping with late
1960s’ pop’s return-to-the-roots rage, inspired by Bob Dylan’s acoustic rock
& roll gem, John Wesley Harding). The Beatles lost interest in Get Back and
put it on hold. By the time the album was released—as Let It Be—the band
had broken up and John Lennon had recruited producer Phil Spector to
remix and orchestrate some of the tracks (sort of John’s revenge on Paul—
maybe on all the Beatles). Coming as the Beatles’ final album, Let It Be felt
indifferent and haphazard—by far the lowest moment of the band’s output.
After hearing it, it was a bit easier to let the Beatles go.

Anthology 3 changes the way one hears this period’s music—in a way
that I’ve never heard another pop retrospective accomplish. The set’s alter-
nate tracks play pretty much in the order the music happened, and what
emerges redeems some of what had once seemed abject. Many of the versions
of the White Album tracks included here are from solo acoustic demos
recorded by the various songwriters (Beatles Unplugged!), while others are
rough sketches with different configurations of the band playing together.
Either way, these alternate White Album tracks are mesmerizing—like
ghostly survivors that divulge the music’s real, long-ago secrets. Paul McCart-
ney, not usually regarded as the Beatles’ hard-tempered personality, turns in
a lengthy, ominous reading of “Helter Skelter” that feels scarier than the
frenetic original. He also takes the one-trick “Why Don’t We Do It in the
Road,” and imbues it with a weirdly wonderful, deranged passion. There is
much, much more on Anthology 3 that is transfixing—especially George
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Harrison’s acoustic solo version of “While My Guitar Gently Weeps” and
John Lennon’s spooky “Come Together”’—but the set’s real value is in what
it tells us about the Beatles’ relationship during this period. Clearly, this was
bottom-of-the-soul time. Many of this collection’s songs are brimming with
desolation, aloneness, and fear, and yet from that came some inspired and
enduring songwriting. More important, while you can hear the tension be-
tween group members in some of the tracks (John mocking Paul at various
points in “Let It Be” and “Teddy Boy”), you can also hear the real pleasure
and affinity that took place within this band. Listen to John and Paul’s lovely
harmony singing on “Two of Us: These men were already on the way out of
each other’s lives, and yet they could still bring out the best in one another,
and could still revel and take pride in that realization. Anthology 3 is a
wonderful story of lost and found and lost-again community. It is the
Beatles’ equivalent to Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes, perhaps even darker.
Hard to believe that, in 1996, we could receive a new Beatles album that is so
moving.

The video half of the Anthology series—which purports to be the
Beatles’ sole true autobiography—is an elaborate expansion of the three-part
TV special of the same title, first broadcast in November 1995, to mixed
reviews. This extended edition is a vast improvement, and is generally worth
the ten hours required to sit through it. In particular, there is some amazing
black & white footage in its early parts (from a film by Albert and David
Maysles) of February 7, 1964—the day the Beatles first arrived in America.
Following a hilarious press conference, we view the band members in the
back of a limousine, entering Manhattan for the first time. We see their looks
of nervousness—then astonishment—as they listen to live radio’s coverage of
their coming. When they pull in front of the Ed Sullivan Theater, from inside
the limousine you see the swarm of screaming young women that engulfs the
car, stopping it. The limousine slowly draws away from the crowd, and is
flanked by policemen on galloping horses. There are several other great
moments throughout Anthology—including concert scenes in the United
Kingdom; Sweden; Washington, D.C.; and Los Angeles, and the recording
session for “A Day in the Life”—but there is nothing that matches the impact
of the Beatles’ arrival in Manhattan. It is a moment of pure, true, meaningful
history—the Beatles’ entry into the modern mind—and after that day so
much would be different.

Unfortunately, as Anthology progresses, the Beatles (or at least Harri-
son, Starr, and McCartney) tend to gloss over some of the rougher mile-
stones of the band’s story. There is no reference, for example, to the Beatles’
tense parting with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in 1968, nor is there any
mention of John Lennon’s sudden separation from his first wife, Cynthia, for
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whom the divorce was especially hurtful. It’s as if Yoko Ono simply material-
ized at an ideal time in Lennon’s life, and filled him with new purpose. For
that matter, there’s precious little of Yoko Ono in Anthology at all (though
when she makes her appearance, it’s accompanied by a somewhat sinister
song fragment: “She’s not a girl who misses much . . . ,” from “Happiness
Is a Warm Gun”), and there is no admission of the resentment she met with.
Indeed, the Beatles fairly idealize the whole last period of their association,
making it seem as if their break were simply a logical development. They had
done enough together, and it was time to go their severed ways. In truth, the
Beatles’ ending was ugly and nasty. There were rancorous fights between
McCartney and the others over accepting Allen Klein as the band’s new
manager (Paul wanted Lee Eastman, his father-in-law), and there was real
aversion and blame leveled at Ono by some of the people in the Beatles’
circle. Most obviously, there was the bitter rift between Lennon and McCart-
ney, which effectively finished the group. None of this is admitted here,
though after so many years of legal suits and other strains, it’s understand-
able that today’s Beatles wouldn’t want to go back to those moments.

Even so, Anthology makes it plain that there was a great deal of pain
involved in being the Beatles, and that pain started much earlier than many
of us might have realized. Ringo Starr tells a harrowing story about how a
plainclothes policeman accompanied him onstage at a Canadian appearance,
after Starr had received a death threat for being Jewish (“One major fault is
I’m not Jewish,” says Ringo), and George relates how, during a tense appear-
ance in Japan, every time an unexpected loud sound occurred, the band
members would look around to see which of them had been shot. Harrison
also discloses his anger about the Beatles not being able to control their own
schedules or movements during their hectic tours, and also tells how, in
1964, he finally balked and insisted that the Beatles not participate in a ticker
tape parade planned for a San Francisco appearance. “It was only . . . a
year,” he says, “‘since they had assassinated Kennedy. . . .I could just imag-
ine how mad it is in America.”

The Beatles were at the eye of a tremendous storm of public feeling, and
though Harrison claims they were the sanest people in that scenario, it’s also
clear that their fame had isolated them from some of the meaning and
pleasure of their experience. As you watch Anthology, it becomes plain that
the Beatles—or at least some of them—may not have really loved their
audience, at least after a certain point. In the Beatles’ minds, it appears, that
audience became an enclosing and demanding reality, always wanting, often
threatening, rarely understanding enough. Harrison, in particular, has the
most to say on this point. “They used us as an excuse to go mad, the world
did,” he states, “and then they blamed it on us.” Later, he tells a story about



38

mikal gilmore

visiting the Haight-Ashbury—the San Francisco district identified with the
hippie movement—at the height of its fame, and shares his disgust at the
constituency he saw there. “Grotty people,” he labels them, with clear dis-
dain. And in Anthology’s closing section, Harrison says: “They [the Beatles’
audience] gave their money and they gave their screams, but the Beatles kind
of gave their nervous systems, which is a much more different thing to give.”

This distaste for the public’s clamor is possibly the single greatest reve-
lation to be found in Anthology. But there is another side to the story—
namely, that this same public also gave the Beatles something tremendous,
something more than money and screams. That audience gave the Beatles an
inspiration to get better, an opportunity to grow, and a willingness to grow
along with them. Without the context of that audience, it doesn’t seem likely
that the group could have made such a form-stretching work as Revolver or
such a culture-defining statement as Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,
because the pop audience of that time, as much as any of the era’s musicians,
was also raising the stakes on what was allowable and what was necessary,
and was also delivering judgment on the caliber of what was being offered.
The Beatles’ record sales were, as much as anything, a sign of love and
appreciation for the band—a mass of go-ahead votes. Without that support,
the Beatles would have mattered a lot less, and probably would have accom-
plished a lot less as well.

And vyet, in Anthology’s insularity, there is never any acknowledgment
of that debt. The audience that loved this band was perhaps never seen as real
or worthy partners in the group’s journey. The Beatles had only each other
and their work for solace, and in time, they didn’t even have that.

WHATEVER 1TS FLAWS or merits, The Beatles Anthology proved fairly
eventful in 1996—at least in a certain way. When Anthology first aired in
America in 1995, the program drew over 50 million viewers during its three
nights of broadcast—something smaller than the record-breaking audience
of 70 million who tuned into the group’s first “Ed Sullivan Show” broadcast
in 1964, but still, no other popular music figures have ever been granted a
six-hour prime-time television special. In the show’s wake, much of the
Beatles’ extant catalog (the thirteen original albums, and five collections,
including the 1994 Live at the BBC) returned to Billboard’s charts, and sold
dramatically. In addition, the three double CD Anthology packages, released
over the course of the year following the broadcast, also did well—selling
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over 5 million units to date. Once again, the Beatles loomed as a big and
competitive force in the pop world. In fact, according to SoundScan—the
company that monitors music sales—the group has sold 27 million CDs
since 1991. All this sales activity prompted the London Observer to remark:
“In 1996 the Beatles have achieved what every group since them has failed to
do: become bigger than the Beatles.”

It’s a clever comment, but it also begs a few other comments. In the
1960s, the Beatles being “big” meant something—a great deal, in fact. It
meant that not just the Beatles, but whole new styles and values had become
big, and were upsetting prior styles and values. It meant that an increasingly
bold and empowered generation had elected its own aesthetics, its own
ideology, its own leaders—and that such pop artists as the Beatles (or Bob
Dylan, or the Rolling Stones, or Aretha Franklin, Jimi Hendrix, or Janis
Joplin) were the exemplars of this movement. In this context, to become
“bigger than the Beatles” would have meant signifying a greater consensus. It
would have meant to be not just more popular, but also more embodying,
more centralizing, for an entire generation. Today, such a possibility no
longer seems practical or desirable. Indeed, the notion of gigantism as con-
sensus, as a sign of unifying agreement in the pop world, has now collapsed,
for better or worse. In the years since the Beatles’ disunion, the Rolling
Stones, Fleetwood Mac, Peter Frampton, Donna Summer, the Bee Gees,
Michael Jackson, Prince, Bruce Springsteen, Lionel Richie, Madonna, the
Grateful Dead, Whitney Houston, Nirvana, U2, Garth Brooks, Hootie and
the Blowfish, and Alanis Morissette (among others) have all been “bigger
than the Beatles”—that is, they have all sold more individual albums or
played to greater numbers of people. But as often as not, the size of these
artists’ successes has meant nothing more than just the triumph of size
itself—or at least has meant nothing more outside the artist’s particular
audience. Bruce Springsteen’s fans will attest to the meaning and worth of his
music and popularity, but Prince’s audience (or Michael Jackson’s, or Ma-
donna’s) might not agree—and whatever their merits, few if any of the
performers mentioned in this sentence appeal to today’s younger progressive
audience.

The point is: There is no longer a center to popular music, no longer
any one single, real mainstream. Instead, there are many diverse mainstreams
and excluding factions, each representing its own perspective, its own con-
currence. Snoop Doggy Dogg may reign over one mainstream, Whitney
Houston or Hootie and the Blowfish over another, R.EM., U2, Pearl Jam,
and Smashing Pumpkins over yet others. But nothing unifies popular music’s
broadest possible audience in the way that Elvis Presley or the Beatles once
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managed. Not even the idea of “popular” music binds that many of us—and
maybe that’s not a bad thing. In any event, about the only thing today’s pop
world might agree on is not to agree on too many shared tastes or tenets.

The Beatles are still big—no question. They still sell millions of albums,
and their legend probably remains unrivaled. But the Beatles—at least to-
day’s Beatles—are not really “bigger” than the Beatles, because today’s
Beatles can no longer change the world the way yesterday’s Beatles did.

So the final real question is: What is it, then, that the Beatles can
possibly say or mean to modern times?

OO0

Ir o~k 15 TO judge that question solely by the band’s two new songs, the
answer would be: Probably not that much.

Never mind all the criticism that there’s something false or shameful
about the surviving Beatles modifying the late John Lennon’s unfinished
music. Harrison, McCartney, and Starr did not embarrass themselves or the
Beatles’ reputation with these efforts. The final results sound as if everybody
involved worked sincerely and meticulously, and with “Free as a Bird” in
particular, they even created something rather moving. At one point, Mc-
Cartney asks: Whatever happened to the time and life that the band once
shared? How did they go on without one another? The song isn’t a statement
about nostalgia, but rather a commentary on all the chances and hopes, all
the immeasurable possibilities, that are lost when people who once loved
each other cut themselves off from that communion. Not a bad or imprecise
coda for what the Beatles did to themselves, and to their own history (and to
their audience) with their dissolution. The only problem is, neither “Free as a
Bird” nor “Real Love” imparts any real urgency, or aims to capture a mood
or moment—which is something the old Beatles accomplished so well in
albums like Revolver and the White Album, and in songs like ‘“Revolution,”
“Hey Jude,” “Get Back,” and even “Let It Be,” with the latter song’s yearning
for serenity as the outside world turned troubling and uncertain. The mod-
ern Beatles sound . . . careful, maybe even a bit removed from the world
around them.

But that only makes sense. The world around them has changed consid-
erably since these men last gathered together to make music. These are
harder times, both in terms of style and content, and the sensibilities that the
Beatles once stood for are not as dominant now. In today’s cutting-edge
popular music, one doesn’t hear the residue of the Beatles so much as you
hear, say, the long-shadow influence of the Velvet Underground (whose pri-
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mal drive and dissonant textures have had great bearing on the music of
David Bowie, Patti Smith, Talking Heads, U2, and R.E.M., among others), or
the sway of James Brown (whose sharp, tense style of funk propulsion had
tremendous rhythmic impact on numerous diverse artists, including George
Clinton, electric-era Miles Davis, funk and disco bands like Ohio Players and
Chic, and many of today’s hip-hop performers and producers). Moreover,
the Beatles’ most oft-cited thematic concerns—their reflections on love, con-
cord, and spirituality—may seem quaint in comparison to the concerns of
artists like Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Hole, or Tupac Shakur, who sang vital, rageful
songs about vulnerability and self-destruction, loneliness and malevolence. It
isn’t that the Beatles didn’t allow darkness into their music. There was a
frequent mean streak in some of John Lennon’s earlier songs—such as “Run
for Your Life” and “Norwegian Wood”—Ilater replaced by the existential
dread of “She Said She Said” and “A Day in the Life.” In addition, as the
bulk of Anthology 3 makes plain, much of the Beatles’ concluding music was
rife with images of chaos, isolation, anger, panic, and drug-steeped sadness.
Even so, many commentators tend to remember the Beatles for their blithe
sentiments about love as a major work of will, and courage and redemption.
Fine ideals, to be sure, and in the setting of their time, even somewhat
inspiring and comforting. But in the real end, you likely need a lot more than
love to make it through this world or redeem your losses. Sometimes dark-
ness is irrefutable, and sometimes love and understanding can’t save a trou-
bled heart or a soul in harm’s way. Just ask Kurt Cobain or Tupac Shakur—
or for that matter John Lennon. That is, if you could ask them anything
today.

But if today’s Beatles can’t speak to today’s realities, it’s also hard to
imagine that today’s popular music could speak with such weight and force
without yesterday’s Beatles. Let’s put it another way: Imagine no Beatles.
Imagine they had never happened, had never participated in modern history.
Their accomplishments, as I mentioned earlier, were many: from signifying
not only that the most massive population of youth in history was about to
find new dreams, new purposes, new identity—and in time, new causes and
beliefs—to helping establish that rock & roll was now a protean and impor-
tant art form. This isn’t to say that the Beatles were the first people who
proved that popular music forms could be “art” (Louis Armstrong, Robert
Johnson, Billie Holiday, Frank Sinatra, Hank Williams, and Elvis Presley had
already proved that point long before), nor is it to say that they raised rock to
new sophisticated levels that transcended what it had once been (some peo-
ple believed this, maybe even some Beatles believed it, but to their credit, the
latter moved past that fallacy fast). Instead, it is to say that the Beatles’
growth—in union with Bob Dylan’s innovations—made plain that pop was a
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field willing to extend its own aesthetic by incorporating modifications from
other disciplines, and that a rock & roll song was capable of expressing truths
as complex and consequential as anything to be found in contemporary
literature or film. And it was the Beatles who as the 1960s rose and fell,
inevitably epitomized that era’s longing for ideal community. Later, when
the band fell apart in such messy fashion, the Beatles also served as a meta-
phor for the disintegration of that dream.

But perhaps the single most important thing the Beatles accomplished
was to follow through on a trend that had been started years earlier by jazz,
country-western, and rhythm & blues artists, and carried farther by early
rock & rollers like Elvis Presley and Chuck Berry. The music these people
made had one quality in common: It was the sound of those who had been
shut out of the American dream and denied entry into the “respected” arts.
In the 1940s and 1950s, it was easier to keep these people out—in fact, in the
1950s, many of the early rock & roll heroes met with systematic and continu-
ous attempts to resist the disruptions they were bringing into mainstream
culture. The Beatles never met with the same sort of hindrance because they
were seen, at first, as eccentric in charming and wholesome ways that helped
offset the horror that had settled on America in the aftermath of John
Kennedy’s murder. We needed something different—something outside our-
selves, our culture and history, and our own pain. By the time adult moral
and political reaction began turning against the group—in the late 1960s,
when Lennon declared the band “more popular than Jesus,” and when the
group members began to experiment with drugs and to speak out against the
U.S. involvement in Vietnam—it was too late to undo what the Beatles had
enabled. The Beatles had not just entered but had also transmuted the main-
stream; in doing so, they made it open to countless other outsiders and
insurgents. There are forces still reeling from that turbulence. Such critics as
former drug-war czar William Bennett, House Speaker Newt Gingrich, for-
mer presidential candidate Bob Dole, and the late author Allan Bloom have
all railed against the cultural convulsions of the 1960s, and have announced it
is time to roll back its influence. But all the protesting and moralizing in the
world will never be able to undo the glorious rupture that the Beatles—and
their many compatriots—effected in modern arts and modern times.

The Beatles are history—as in: past, out of here, gone, yesterday. The
Beatles are also history in the sense of having helped remodel a time and its
people, and in the sense of opening up so many conceivabilities. Imagine that
this hadn’t happened. Subtract everything from today that resulted from how
this band exploded that epoch. Chances are, most of the artists’ stories that
follow in this volume may never have developed in quite the same way that






subterranean:
bob dylan's

passages

Something about that movie, though, that I just can't get it
out of my head
But I can’t remember why I was in it, or what part I was
supposed to play
All I remember about it was, is Gregory Peck and the way
that people moved
And a lot of them, they seemed to be looking my way.
BOB DYLAN
"'BROWNSVILLE GIRL"
Tt was one of the odder moments in the history of televised rock &
_roll.

Bob Dylan had been invited to play at the 1991 Grammy Awards cere-
mony, on the occasion of receiving the National Association of Recording
Arts and Sciences Lifetime Achievement Award. In theory, these prizes are
bestowed to acknowledge a performer’s invaluable contribution to the mod-
ern history of popular music. In Dylan’s case, though, it was a ludicrously
belated recognition: Though he had affected both folk and popular music
more than almost any other figure in American culture, Dylan hadn’t been
honored—by NARAS, nor most of the established music industry for that
matter—during the period of his greatest innovations, a quarter-century
before. Indeed, in 1965—the year that Dylan released “Like a Rolling Stone”
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and transfigured rock & roll—the Grammy for Record of the Year was
awarded to “A Taste of Honey,” by Herb Alpert & the Tijuana Brass. Dylan
himself would not receive a Grammy until 1979, for “Gotta Serve Some-
body.”

Maybe Dylan was thinking about this when he took the stage that night.
Or maybe he had other matters on his mind. In any event, on this occasion,
Bob Dylan proceeded to behave precisely like Bob Dylan. Accompanied by a
motley rock & roll outfit, he delivered a snarled, throttled version of his most
embittered anti-war song, “Masters of War,” and did so during the peak
season of America’s adamant support for the Bush Administration’s Persian
Gulf War. It was a transfixingly weird performance: Dylan sang the song in a
flat, rushed voice—as if he realized that no matter how passionately or
frequently he sang these words, it would never be enough to thwart the
world’s appetite for war—while the band behind him blazed like hellfire. For
days after, critics would debate whether the performance had been brilliant
or embarrassing (why bother to protest a war, some asked, when the song’s
lyrics couldn’t even be deciphered?), but this much was plain: Dylan’s ap-
pearance was also the only moment of genuine rock & roll abandon that the
Grammy Awards had witnessed in years.

Moments later, a deliriously amused Jack Nicholson presented Dylan
with his Lifetime Achievement Award. Dylan, dressed in a lopsided dark suit,
stood by, fumbling with his gray curl-brim fedora and occasionally ap-
plauding himself. When Nicholson passed the plaque to him, Dylan looked
confused. “Well, uh, all right,” he said, fumbling some more with his hat.
“Yeah. Well, my daddy, he didn’t leave me too much. You know, he was a
very simple man. But what he told me was this: He did say, ‘Son . . .’ And
then Dylan paused, rubbing his mouth while silently reading what was writ-
ten on the plaque, and then he shook his head. “He said so many things, you
know?” he said, and the audience tittered. “He said, ‘Son, it’s possible to
become so defiled in this world that your own mother and father will aban-
don you. And if that happens, God will always believe in your own ability to
mend your ways.””

After that, nobody was laughing much. Dylan gave a final tip of his hat,
spun on his heels, and was gone. One more time, Bob Dylan had met
America, and America didn’t really know what to make of him.

OO0
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THE FIRST TIME I met Bob Dylan was in the autumn of 1985—the day
he showed up at my front door. He looked like I hoped and feared he would:
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That is, he looked like Bob Dylan—the keen, fierce man who once tore apart
known views of the world with every new song he delivered.

What brought Dylan to my door was simply that we had an interview to
do, and since he had to come to Hollywood anyway that day, he figured we
may as well do it at my place. While this certainly made the meeting more
thrilling for me, it also made it a bit scarier. More than twenty years of image
preceded Dylan on that day. This was a man who could be tense, capricious,
and baffling, and who was capable of wielding his image—and temper—at a
moment’s notice in a way that could stupefy and intimidate not only inter-
viewers, but sometimes friends as well.

What I found instead was a man who didn’t seem too concerned with
brandishing his image, even for a moment. He offered his hand, flashed a
slightly bashful smile, then walked over to my stereo, kneeled down, and
started to flip through a stack of some records on the floor—mostly music by
older jazz, pop, and country singers. He commented on most of what he
came across. ‘The Delmore Brothers—God, I really love them. I think
they’ve influenced every harmony I've ever tried to sing. . . . This Hank
Williams thing with just him and guitar—man, that’s something, isn’t it? I
used to sing those songs way back, a long time ago, even before I played rock
& roll as a teenager. . . . Sinatra, Peggy Lee, yeah, I love all these people, but
I tell you who I've really been listening to a lot lately—in fact, I'm thinking
about recording one of his earlier songs—is Bing Crosby. I don’t think you
can find better phrasing anywhere.”

That’s pretty much how Dylan was that afternoon: good-humored and
gracious, but also thoughtful in his remarks. And sometimes—when talking
about his Minnesota youth, or his early days in the folk scene under the
enthrallment of Woody Guthrie—his voice grew softer and more deliberate,
as if he were striving to pick just the right words to convey the exact detail of
his memory. During these moments he lapsed sometimes into silence, but
behind the sunglasses (which he never removed), his eyes stayed active with
thought, flickering back and forth, as if reading a distant memory.

For the most part, though, sipping a Corona beer and smoking ciga-
rettes, he seemed surprisingly relaxed as we talked that afternoon. He grew
most animated when he talked about a video shoot that he had done a short
time before to promote his most recent album at that time, Empire Burlesque.
At Dylan’s request, the shoot had been done under the direction of Dave
Stewart, who was then a member of Eurythmics. “His stuff had a spontane-
ous look to it,” said Dylan, “and somehow I just figured he would under-
stand what I was doing. And he did: He put together a great band for this lip-
sync video and sets us up with equipment on this little stage in a church
somewhere in West L.A. So between all the time they took setting up camera
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shots and lights and all that stuff, we could just play live for this little crowd
that we had gathered there.

“I can’t even express how good that felt—in fact, I was trying to re-
member the last time I'd felt that kind of direct connection, and finally I
realized it must have been back in the 1950s, when I was fourteen or fifteen
years old, playing with four-piece rock & roll bands back in Minnesota. Back
in those days there weren’t any sound systems or anything that you had to
bother with. You’d set up your amplifiers and turn them up to where you
wanted to turn them. That just doesn’t happen anymore. Now there are just
so many things that get in the way of that kind of feeling, that simple
directness. For some reason, making this video just made me realize how far
everything has come these last several years—and how far I'd come.”

o0

SEVE RAL MONTHS LATER, in late spring 1986, my conversations with
Dylan continue.

It is just past midnight, and Dylan is standing in the middle of a
crowded, smoke-laden recording studio tucked deep into the remote reaches
of Topanga Canyon, outside Los Angeles. He is wearing brown-tinted sun-
glasses, a sleeveless white T-shirt, black vest, black jeans, frayed black motor-
cycle gloves, and he puffs hard at a Kool while bobbing his head rhythmically
to the colossal blues shuffle that is thundering from the speakers above his
head.

“Subterranean,” he mutters, smiling delightedly.

Sitting on a sofa a few feet away, also nodding their heads in rapt
pleasure, are T-Bone Burnett and Al Kooper—old friends and occasional
sidemen of Dylan. Several other musicians—including Los Lobos guitarist
Cesar Rosas, R&B saxophonist Steve Douglas, and bassist James Jamerson,
Jr., the son of the legendary Motown bass player—fill out the edges of the
room. Like everyone else, they are smiling at this music: romping, bawdy,
jolting rock & roll—the sort of indomitable music a man might conjure if he
were about to lay claim to something big.

The guitars crackle, the horns honk and wail, the drums and bass
rumble and clamor wildly, and then the room returns to silence. T-Bone
Burnett, turning to Kooper, seems to voice a collective sentiment. “Man,” he
says, “that gets it.”

“Yeah,” says Kooper. “So dirty.”

Everyone watches Dylan expectantly. For a moment, he appears to be in
some distant, private place. “Subterranean,” is all he says, still smiling. “Posi-
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tively subterranean,” he adds, running his hand through his mazy brown
hair, chuckling. Then he walks into an adjoining room, straps on his
weatherworn Fender guitar, tears off a quick, bristling blues lick and says,
“Okay, who wants to play lead on this? I broke a string.”

Dylan has been like this all week, turning out spur-of-the-moment,
blues-infused rock & roll with a startling force and imagination, piling up
instrumental tracks so fast that the dazed, bleary-eyed engineers who are
monitoring the sessions are having trouble cataloging all the various takes—
so far, well over twenty songs, including gritty R&B, Chicago-steeped blues,
rambunctious gospel, and raw-toned hillbilly forms. In part, Dylan is work-
ing fast merely as a practical matter: Rehearsals for his American tour with
Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers start in only a couple of weeks, and though
it hardly seems possible in this overmeticulous, high-tech recording era, he
figures he can write, record, mix, and package a new studio LP in that
allotted term. “You see, I spend too much time working out the sound of my
records these days,” he had told me earlier. “And if the records I'm making
only sell a certain amount anyway, then why should I take so long putting
them together? . . . I've got a lot of different records inside me, and it’s time
just to start getting them out.”

Apparently, this is not idle talk. Dylan has started perusing songs for a
possible collection of new and standard folk songs and has also begun work
on a set of Tin Pan Alley covers—which, it seems safe to predict, will be
something to hear. At the moment, though, as Dylan leads the assembled
band through yet another roadhouse-style blues number, a different ambi-
tion seems to possess him. This is Bob Dylan the rock & roller, and despite all
the vagaries of his career, it is still an impressive thing to witness. He leans
lustily into the songs’s momentum at the same instant that he invents its
structure, pumping his rhythm guitar with tough, unexpected accents, much
like Chuck Berry or Keith Richards, and in the process, prodding his other
guitarists, Kooper and Rosas, to tangle and burn, like good-natured rivals. It
isn’t until moments later, as everybody gathers back into the booth to listen
to the playback, that it’s clear that this music sounds surprisingly like the
riotous, dense music of Highway 61 Revisited—music that seems as menacing
as it does joyful, and that, in any event, seems to erupt from an ungovernable
imagination. Subterranean, indeed.

I F THERE WAS any central message to Bob Dylan’s early music, perhaps it
was that it isn’t easy for a bright, scrupulous person to live in a society that
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honors the inversion of its own best values, that increasingly turns from the
notions of community and democracy to the twisted politics of death and
abundance. To live through such times with conscience and intelligence
intact, Dylan said in his music, one had to hold a brave and mean mirror up
to the face of cultural corruption.

These days, of course, the politics of corruption and death are doing
just fine, and are fairly immune to any single pop star’s acts of sedition. But
back in the fevered momentum of the 1960s, when he first asserted himself,
Dylan had a colossal impact on the changing face of American culture. In
that decade’s early years, folk music (which had been driven underground in
the 1950s by conservative forces) was enjoying a popular resurgence, inspired
by the (on the surface) wholesome success of the Kingston Trio (though there
was nothing wholesome about their 1958 number 1 single, “Tom Dooley”—
a century-old song recounting the true story of a man hanged for knifing his
girlfriend). Under the influence of Joan Baez and Peter, Paul, and Mary, folk
was turning more politically explicit, and was also becoming increasingly
identified with civil rights and pacifism, among other causes. But it was with
the young nasal-toned, rail-thin Bob Dylan—who had moved from Minne-
sota to New York to assume the legacy of folk’s greatest hero, Woody Guth-
rie—that 1960s’ folk would find its greatest hope: a remarkably prolific
songwriter who was giving a forceful and articulate voice to the apprehen-
sions and ideals of the emerging restless generation. With “Blowin’ in the
Wind” and “A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall,” Dylan penned songs about racial
suffering and the threat of nuclear apocalypse that acquired the status of
immediate anthems, and with “The Times They Are a-Changin’,” he wrote
an apt and chilling decree of the rising tensions of the coming era. “Come
mothers and fathers/Throughout the land,” he sang, in a voice young with
anger and old with knowledge, “And don’t criticize/What you can’t under-
stand/Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command/Your old
road is/Rapidly agin’/Please get out of the new one/If you can’t lend your
hand/For the times they are a-changin’.”

In those first few years, Dylan was already beginning to transform the
possibilities of popular songwriting—opening up the entire form to new
themes and a new vernacular that were derived as much from the ambitions
of literature and poetry as from the traditions of folk music. (In 1963, Peter,
Paul, and Mary had two Top 10 hit singles written by Dylan, “Blowin’ in the
Wind” and “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right.”) But Dylan would soon go
on to change all of what popular music might do. Inspired by both the
popularity and the inventive song structures of the Beatles—who had ex-
ploded on America’s rock scene in early 1964—Dylan was feeling confined by
the limited interests of the folk audience, and by the narrow stylistic range of
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folk music itself. After witnessing the Beatles’ breakthrough, and after hear-
ing the rawer blues-based rock being made by the Animals and Rolling
Stones, Dylan realized it was possible to transform and enliven his music, and
to connect with a broader and more vital audience in the process. (When the
Byrds scored a June 1965 number 1 hit with their chiming folk-rock cover of
Dylan’s “Mr. Tambourine Man,” it only further convinced him.)

On July 25, 1965, Dylan took the stage at the Newport Folk Festival
with the Paul Butterfield Blues Band and played a brief howling set of the
new electric music he had been recording—and shocked folk purists howled
back at him in rage. And for fair reason: The fleet, hard-tempered music that
Dylan began making on albums like Bringing It All Back Home and Highway
61 Revisited—music unlike any reinvention of folk or pop that we had heard
before—effectively killed off any remaining notions that folk was the impera-
tive new art form of American youth, and conferred on rock a greater sense
of consequence and a deeper expressiveness. Clearly, it was music worth the
killing of old conceits and older ways. In particular, with “Like a Rolling
Stone” (the singer’s biggest hit, and the decade’s most liberating, form-
stretching single), Dylan framed perfectly the spirit of an emerging genera-
tion that was trying to live by its own rules and integrity, and that was feeling
increasingly cut off from the conventions and privileges of the dominant
mainstream culture. In the same manner that he had once given voice to a
new rising political consciousness, Dylan seemed to be speaking our deepest-
felt fears and hopes—to be speaking for us. “How does it fee-eel,” he brayed
at his brave new audience, “To be without a home/Like a complete unknown/
Like a ROO-olling STONE?”

How did it feel? Tt felt scary; it felt exhilarating; and suddenly it felt
exactly like rock & roll.

S
OO

With soth His early folk writing and his mid-1960s switch to electric
music, Dylan gave voice to the rising anger of a bold new generation. In the
process, he recast rock & roll as an art form that could now mock an entire
society’s values and politics, and might even, in the end, help redeem (or at
least affront) that society. Also, Dylan proved to be a natural star. He culti-
vated an impeccable gaunt-and-broody look and a remarkably charismatic
arrogance. He was razor-witted, audacious, and dangerous, and he was help-
ing to change the language and aspirations of popular music with his every
work and gesture. In addition, Dylan’s interplay with the Beatles had seismic
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effect on popular music and youth culture. Combined, the two forces
changed the soundscape of rock & roll in thorough and irrevocable ways that,
a third of a century later, still carry tremendous influence. The two forces
also had a sizable impact on each other. The Beatles opened up new possibili-
ties in style and consensus; without their headway, Dylan likely would never
have conceived “Like a Rolling Stone,” much less enjoyed a smash hit with it.
But if the Beatles opened up a new audience, Dylan determined what could
be done with that consensus, what could be said to that audience. His mid-
60s work reinvented pop’s known rules of language and meaning, and re-
vealed that rock & roll’s familiar structures could accommodate new unfa-
miliar themes, that a pop song could be about any subject that a writer was
smart or daring enough to tackle. Without this crucial assertion, it is incon-
ceivable that the Beatles would have gone on to write “Nowhere Man,”
“Eleanor Rigby,” “Paperback Writer,” “Strawberry Fields Forever,” or “A
Day in the Life,” or even that the Rolling Stones would have written the
decade’s toughest riff and most taunting and libidinous declaration, “(I Can’t
Get No) Satisfaction.”

Dylan also bore influence on the Beatles in two other important re-
spects. For one thing, he was reportedly the person who introduced them to
drugs (marijuana, specifically), during his 1964 tour of England. This brand
of experimentation would gradually affect not only the Beatles’ musical and
lyrical perspectives, but also the perspectives of an entire generation. Indeed,
in the mid-1960s, drug use became increasingly popular with young people
and increasingly identified with rock culture—though it certainly wasn’t the
first time drugs had been extolled as recreation or sacrament, or exploited for
artistic inspiration. Many jazz and blues musicians (and, truth be known,
numerous country-western artists) had been using marijuana and narcotics
to enhance their improvisational bents for several decades, and in the "50s,
the Beats had brandished dope as another badge of nonconformism. But
with ’60s rock, as drugs crossed over from the hip underground (and from
research laboratories), stoney references became more overt and more main-
stream than ever before. Getting high became seen as a way of understanding
deeper truths, and sometimes as a way of deciphering coded pop songs (or
simply enjoying the palpable aural sensations of the music). Just as impor-
tant, getting stoned was a way of participating in private, forbidden experi-
ences—as a means of staking out a consciousness apart from that of the
“straight world.” Along with music and politics, drugs—which at this point
largely meant marijuana, but would later incorporate psychedelics, amphet-
amines, barbiturates, opiates, and cocaine—were seen as an agency for a
better world, or at least a short-cut to enlightenment or transcendence. And
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though the Beatles would stay demure on the subject for another year or two,
by 1965, hip kids and angry authorities were already citing such songs as
Dylan’s “Rainy Day Women #12 and 35” for their “druggy” meanings.

The other thing Dylan did for the Beatles was to help politicize them (in
fact, he helped politicize a vast segment of rock culture), inspiring the group
to accept their popularity as an opportunity to define and address a vital
youth constituency. Following Dylan’s example, Lennon and McCartney
came to see that they were not only speaking for a young audience, but for a
generation that was increasingly under fire. More and more, their music—
and rock at large—became a medium for addressing the issues and events
that affected that generation.

| OO

AS A RESULT of all this influence, Bob Dylan was—next to Elvis Pres-
ley—the clearest shot at an individual cultural hero that rock & roll ever
produced, and though he certainly pursued the occasion of his own moment
in history, he would also pay a considerable cost for his ambition. You can
see the payment already beginning in Don’t Look Back, D. A. Pennebaker’s
documentary of Dylan’s 1965 solo tour of England. At every step of the tour,
the young Dylan is met with rapt seriousness and testy curiosity, but also
with the kind of pop-minded idolatry he had yet rarely enjoyed in America.
And quickly enough, Dylan gets the better of it all—or at least seems to. He
subverts an interview with a stuffy Time magazine correspondent into a
stinging dismissal of the media, and how it bowdlerizes art, life, and truth.
“Im not gonna read any of these magazines . . . ,” says Dylan, “’cause
they just got too much to lose by printing the truth, you know that.”

“What kind of truths do they leave out?” asks the interviewer.

“On anything!” answers Dylan. “Even on a worldwide basis. They’d
just go off the stands in a day if they printed really the truth.”

“What is really the truth?”

“Really the truth is just a plain picture,” says Dylan.

“Of what?” asks the interviewer. “Particularly.”

“Of, you know,” says Dylan, “a plain picture of, let’s say, a tramp
vomiting, man, into the sewer. You know, and next door to the picture, you
know, Mr. Rockefeller, you know, or Mr. C. W. Jones, you know, on the
subway going to work, you know. . . .”

Another time in the film, Dylan rails viciously and proudly against a
drunken party-goer (“Listen, you’re Bobby Dylan,” slurs the drunk. “You're
a big international noise.” Snaps back Dylan: “I know it, man, I know I'm a
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big noise. But I'm a bigger noise than you, man.”) And in one particularly
funny but cruel scene, Dylan calculatedly picks apart a painfully unassured
science student. (“When you meet somebody,” asks the student, “what is
your attitude toward them?” Dylan doesn’t pause a beat. “I don’t like them,”
he says.)

In each of these encounters, Dylan acquires new and startling traits of
self-certainty, and they’re all manifest in the quick, cocky expressiveness of
his face. It’s a sharply handsome, mutable-looking face, as vain and brooding
as Presley’s, as veiled and vulnerable as James Dean’s. Yet at other times it
registers exhaustion, fear, and the demands that come with fame and irrevo-
cable knowledge. Sitting on a train bound for Manchester, his features look-
ing wan and pinched, hands shielding his eyes, you get the sense Dylan
probably wanted to crawl out of many of his own best moments. The pres-
sure was under way, and it ate at him quickly. Compare the cover portraits
from Highway 61 Revisited (1965) and Blonde on Blonde (1966) and you can
find visible evidence of the singer’s increasing strain. In the Highway 61
picture, Dylan looks exactly like what he was: a smart, self-assured street- and
pop-wise twenty-four-year-old poet-prodigy, willing to stare down the world
with a defiant gaze. By the time of the Blonde on Blonde photo—shot maybe
six months later—he looked wasted and wary. In less than a year, Dylan had
seemed to pass from youthful assurance to a haunted and dissolute weari-
ness. What you heard on Blonde on Blonde was a wizardly greatness; what
you saw on its cover was the visage of a man being consumed by that
greatness. It was a bit like coming across a picture of what Robert Johnson
might have looked like, just before the end.

In July 1966, shortly after the Blonde on Blonde sessions—and immedi-
ately following a tumultuous concert tour of the United Kingdom with his
backing group the Hawks (later renamed the Band)—Dylan was riding his
motorcycle one morning nearby his home in Woodstock, New York, when
the back wheel locked and he was hurtled over his handlebar. He was taken
to Middletown Hospital, with a concussion and broken vertebrae of the neck.
An impending sixty-date concert tour of America was canceled and so were
all future recording sessions. He retreated to his home in Woodstock, with his
wife and children, and spent months holed up with his friends in the Band.
According to some rumors, Dylan was not as seriously hurt as was widely
believed, and had decided to use the time off to immerse himself in his new
family life. According to others, Dylan also used the sabbatical to recover
from the intense psychological turbulence and rumored drug-and-alcohol
bents of his short-but-titanic season as the king of rock & roll.

During that layoff period—in that same season that became known as
the Season of Love—Dylan sat around at his Woodstock home and in the
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basement of a nearby house rented by members of the Band, and in essence
reevaluated not just his music, but his political and spiritual tempers as well.
All together in that time, Dylan and the Band recorded something over one
hundred tracks—many of them new songs (most improvised on the spot)
and several others that were covers of old folk, country, and rock & roll
songs. What resulted was a set of recordings that many fans and critics regard
as Dylan’s most haunting and arcane body of work (author and critic Greil
Marcus has written an entire terrific volume on the subject, Invisible Repub-
lic, published in 1997). Interestingly, Dylan himself would only rerecord two
or three of those songs for release on his own later albums (though several
tracks appeared on subsequent collections of his unreleased material, and
many of the songs—most notably “I Shall Be Released,” “Tears of Rage,”
“You Ain’t Goin’ Nowhere,” and “Too Much of Nothing,” were soon covered
by such artists as Peter, Paul, and Mary, the Byrds, and the Band). Finally, in
1975—eight years after those sessions—Dylan authorized an official release
of some of those recordings, The Basement Tapes (though if you look hard
enough, you can find a five-CD set called The Original Basement Tapes that
pretty much documents the entire affair; it’s well worth the search and the
expense).

As Marcus and others have noted, the basement recordings are full of
strange parables, biblical references, half-finished tales of humor, flight,
death, and abandonment. It is all roughhewn, primitively recorded—as if a
ghost were taking it all down in its impalpable memory. And yet there is
something about those songs that seems timeless, as if all the tumult going
on in the world outside (a tumult that Dylan helped make possible with his
earlier mind-challenging style of rock & roll) was simply far removed. At the
same time, you do hear America—its joys, its losses, its fears, and betrayals—
in those basement recordings as you hear it nowhere else in Dylan’s music,
not even in his early, more explicitly political anthems. What remains inter-
esting, though, is how distant Dylan has sometimes seemed from what he
and the Band created during that long season.

There is a spooky, unforgettable bootleg video of a visit between Dylan
and John Lennon, as they sit in the back of a limousine, winding their way
through London in post-dawn hours. It was shot in 1966 (for the singer’s
still-unreleased, astonishing film, Eat the Document), during Dylan’s wild and
dangerous U.K. tour with the Hawks, and in the roughly twenty minutes that
the episode lasts, you can see that Dylan was a man clearly close to some sort
of breakdown. At first he and Lennon are funny and acerbic—not to mention
competitive—in their exchanges, though it also seems apparent that Dylan
has been up the entire night, maybe drinking; maybe taking drugs. Suddenly,
he starts to come undone. He is sick of having a camera in front of him at
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every moment, and more than that, he is literally sick. He turns pale and begs
the driver to get him back to the hotel as quickly as possible. Lennon,
meantime, is cautious, trying to stay clever, though he looks clearly horrified
at what he is witnessing. Had Dylan kept up that pace—that pace of indul-
gence, that pace of making music that challenged almost every aspect of the
world, music that outraged his old fans and caused his new fans to want him
to push even harder—he might well have been dead within a season or two.
The psychic costs of that sort of artistry, of that force of invention, can be
unimaginable. It was as if Dylan danced extremely close to the lip of an abyss.
We wanted to know what he saw there—we wanted to know so that we could
have that knowledge without running the ungodly risk of facing that abyss
ourselves. Dylan probably got as close to that edge as one can and still remain
alive, and finally he decided that the glimpse alone was not worth his obliter-
ation. Dylan, it seems, saw too much too fast, and was afraid of ever getting
that close again to chaos.

At least, that’s one way I have sometimes thought about what informed
Dylan’s retreat into Woodstock and into the fraternity of the Band and their
music-making. It was a way of finding what could be recovered after one had
learned too much about the meanness of not just the world outside, but also
about the dark, troubled depths of one’s own heart. Still, periods of retreat
can sometimes be as painful to recall as whatever led to the retreat in the first
place, and for whatever reason, Dylan has only occasionally incorporated the
basement material into his active repertoire. Years after that time, Dylan
would tell biographer Robert Shelton: “Woodstock was a daily excursion to
nothingness.” The Band’s guitarist Robbie Robertson, in a conversation with
Greil Marcus for the purpose of Marcus’s Invisible Republic, seemed to con-
firm Dylan’s comment: “A lot of stuff, Bob would say, ‘We should destroy
this.”” In that nothingness, though, Dylan made some of his best music,
and—not for the last time—reinvented himself.

S
i)

El GHTEEN MONTHS after his 1966 accident—and at the peak of rock &
roll’s psychedelic era—Dylan returned to the pop world with John Wesley
Harding: an acoustic-guitar and country rhythm-section album, featuring a
man who was now singing in a startlingly mellifluent voice. Along with the
basement sessions, John Wesley Harding was music that set out to find what
could be salvaged in the American spirit—what values of family and history
might endure or help heal in a time of intense generational division and
political rancor. It was as if Dylan were trying to work against the era’s
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context of rebellion and refusal, a context that he, as much as anybody, had
helped make prevalent. (Indeed, almost every work Dylan made subse-
quently would run against the grain and temper of the predominant rock &
roll sensibility.) Or perhaps he had simply lost his affection for a cultural
momentum that, in his rush to fame and invention, had almost cost him his
life and sanity.

But Dylan had changed rock & roll too much to undo or stop its drift,
or to be released from the promises of his earlier visions. John Wesley Harding
was simply further proof: The album’s stripped-down sound and bare-bones
style set in motion a wide-ranging reevaluation—and reaffirmation—of rock
& roll root values and had a tremendous impact on everyone from the
Beatles and Rolling Stones to the Byrds and Grateful Dead. In effect, John
Wesley Harding flattened the visions and ambitions of psychedelia. After
hearing John Wesley Harding, the Beatles made “Get Back,” the Stones revivi-
fied their blues sensibility with Beggar’s Banquet, the Grateful Dead made
their countryish masterpieces, Workingman’s Dead and American Beauty, and
the Byrds (who had now acquired the remarkable Gram Parson) became an
unabashed, fully-formed country-western band with Sweetheart of the Rodeo.

This trend began to disturb some critics a year later when, in 1969,
Dylan recorded his own full LP of lovely and pure country songs, Nashville
Skyline, that included a raggedy duet with C&W star Johnny Cash. The
immediate effect of this offbeat turn was to complicate the myth of Dylan’s
personality, and the meanings of his music. It made him appear more enig-
matic, mysterious, and abstruse, and raised questions not only about the
validity of his musical departure, but about our political responses to it. Since
country music was widely viewed as the music of a working-class sensibility,
and since it represented a conservative audience that was seen as stalwart
supporters of the war in Vietnam, did this mean that Dylan had now turned
political sides? Or had he simply lost faith in political solutions altogether?
(“Dylan’s calm sounded smug, tranquilized,” wrote historian Todd Gitlin in
The Sixties. “To settle his quarrel with the world, he had filed away his
passions.”) Could music this refined and seemingly apolitical have any real
meaning for a young audience still under the shadow of the Vietnam War?
After all, rock & roll was supposed to be for a young audience, and in the
climate of the late 1960s, that audience was politically concerned—in fact,
mortally threatened. How could a rock figure of Dylan’s caliber make music
that failed to respond to those concerns? Like Elvis Presley before him, Bob
Dylan changed the course of a nation, and then, it seems, attempted to
remove himself from the ramifications of such an act.

Typically, Dylan was rarely helpful when it came to discussing such
matters. In a 1968 Sing Out! interview (perhaps the most intriguing Dylan
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has ever given), Dylan’s friend Happy Traum told the singer that Dylan’s
latest songs weren’t as “socially or politically applicable as they were earlier.”
Dylan replied: “Probably that is because no one cares to see it the way 'm
seeing it now, whereas before, I saw it the way they saw it. . . . Anyway, how
do you know that ’'m not, as you say, for the war?”

Some detractors accused Dylan of misreading the times, of refusing to
commit himself on demanding issues, and perhaps they were right. But all
the critical scrutiny only managed to obscure the truth that much of Dylan’s
post—Blonde on Blonde music was still wondrous. John Wesley Harding, Nash-
ville Skyline, New Morning, Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid, and Planet Waves
comprise a lovely, daring body of work. And even such broadly reviled works
as Self Portrait and Street Legal are graced with more affecting music than
most critics still care to admit. (If you need proof, play Self Portrait’s “Copper
Kettle” some late night, when you have both a dismal—at least melancholy—
mood and a strong drink at hand.) If much of Dylan’s early 1970s work
would no longer transform pop music or youth style, it was partly because
the pop world didn’t much want a Dylan it couldn’t own or define—a Dylan
unwilling to make obvious, assuring gestures—and perhaps Dylan didn’t
much want that audience.

For a brief period in the mid-1970s, this all changed. In 1974, Dylan
mounted his first tour in eight years (again, with the Band), resulting in the
raucous Before the Flood. At its time, it proved the most successful rock tour
to date. Then, Dylan recorded what many critics still view as his single finest
work, Blood on the Tracks. All the singer-songwriter’s old wit and fire were
back in fine form—but there was also a new, more aching depth, which many
observers attributed to rumors that Dylan’s marriage with Sara Lowndes was
beginning to pull apart. In 1976, another fine album, Desire. Then, another
major tour: Dylan barnstorming across America with the Rolling Thunder
Revue, putting on some of the most fanciful and tantalizing shows of the
decade, singing and writing like a man newly possessed.

Perhaps, then, it should have come as no surpise that, after this extraor-
dinary season of renewed popularity, Dylan would make his boldest bid at
disengaging himself from pop concerns. This time out, he turned his per-
spective to making “born again” Christian moralist music that had little
lasting favor among most rock critics and pop faddists. Indeed, the cut-and-
dried piety and matter-of-fact singing in Dylan’s Christian music caused
many of us to wonder whether his early greatness had simply been a fluke, or
something that had now evaporated. Indeed, some of that music was pretty
trying—just about all of Slow Train Coming—but parts of Saved and Shot of
Love were plain bracing, especially the former’s “Solid Rock,” which sounded
like the Sex Pistols proclaiming the might and wrath of early Christianity’s
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world-shattering vision (which, come to think of it, really isn’t that much
different than punk’s early world-shattering vision).

After the Christian venture (which, in some ways, I think never really
ended for Dylan), it seemed to many fans that Dylan had now lost not just a
certain vital sense of commitment, but also much of his relevance. Though
Dylan would go on to make much lovely and resourceful music, he would
never again produce work that would change or redefine America and its
music or culture (“Like a Rolling Stone,” as much as in any work in pop’s
history, made the times—in fact, the song didn’t attract an audience so much
as simply ran it over with the impact of the inevitable). Dylan’s surpassing
moment—among the brightest and most influential moments in modern
American culture—had come and then, more quickly than any admirers ever
expected, it had passed, and with much of his subsequent music he simply
tried to outdistance the claims of his own past. Consequently, Bob Dylan
found himself in a dilemma shared by no other rock figure of his era: He had
been sidestepped by the pop world he helped transform. For the last thirty
years or so, he has had to cope with that knowledge—and he has also had to
cope with the knowledge that an increasingly capricious pop world has never
really forgiven him for having lost the momentum of his frenzied, world-
breaking vision.

Back acain to 1986—when I speak with Dylan during his recording
sessions for what would become, in part, his Knocked Out Loaded and Down
in the Groove albums. At that time, Dylan is in the midst of a period of high
activity. For one thing, there’s been his participation in the pop world’s
increased spate of political and social activism, including his involvement in
the USA for Africa and Artists United Against Apartheid projects and his
appearance at the Live Aid and Farm Aid programs (the latter, an event
inspired by an off-the-cuff remark Dylan had made at Live Aid). More
important, there were intriguing indications in 1983’s Infidels and 1985’s
Empire Burlesque that the singer seemed interested in working his way back
into the concerns of the real-life modern world. The latter album, in particu-
lar, plays as an artful attempt at adapting his music to recent advancements
in pop sound, style, and technology. Yet the album’s most affecting song,
“Dark Eyes,” is also Dylan’s simplest, most ancient-sounding track in years.
“Dark Eyes” is a statement of conscience, emotional distance, and moral
divergence, and Dylan plays it straight from the heart—just his own voice,
guitar, and harmony carrying the reverie, as if it were a dark madrigal. Over
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wistful staccato chords, and in a lovely high voice, Dylan looks back and
ahead at the same time, and directly into the specter of unforgettable memo-
ries that seem indivisible from an uncertain future. “I live in another world,”
he sings, “where life and death are memorized . . . /Oh time is short and
the days are sweet and passion rules the arrow that flies/A million faces at my
feet but all I see are dark eyes.” In the mid-1980s, “Dark Eyes” sounds to me
like the music Bob Dylan might yet make, when he again cares enough to
forget the vagaries and vogues of the modern pop scene.

Of course, Dylan has his own views about all this talk of decline and
renewal. A little later in the evening at the Topanga studio, while various
musicians are working on overdubs, he sits in a quiet office, fiddling with one
of his ever-present cigarettes and taking occasional sips from a plastic cup
filled with white wine. We are discussing a column that appeared in the April
issue of Artforum, by critic Greil Marcus. Marcus has covered Dylan fre-
quently over the years, but in 1986 he is less than compelled by the artist’s
recent output. Commenting on Dylan’s career, and about a recent five-LP
retrospective of Dylan’s music, Biograph, Marcus wrote: “Dylan actually did
something between 1963 and 1968, and . . . what he did then created a
standard against which everything he has putatively done since can be mea-
sured. . . . The fact that the 1964 ‘It Ain’t Me, Babe’ can be placed on an
album next to the 1974 ‘You Angel You’ is a denial of everyone’s best hopes.”

Dylan seems intrigued by Marcus’s comments, but also amused. “Well,
he’s right and he’s wrong,” he says. “I did that accidentally. That was all
accidental, as every age is. You’re doing something, you don’t know what it is,
you’re just doing it. And later on you’ll look at it and . . .” His words trail
off, then he begins again. “To me, I don’t have a ‘career.” . . . A career is
something you can look back on, and I'm not ready to look back. Time
doesn’t really exist for me in those kinds of terms. I don’t really remember in
any monumental way ‘what I have done.” This isn’t my career; this is my life,
and it’s still vital to me.

“Then again, I never really dwell on myself too much in terms of what
I’ve done. For one thing, so much of it went by in such a flash, it’s hard for
me to focus on. I was once offered a great deal of money for an autobiogra-
phy, and I thought about it for a minute, then I decided I wasn’t ready. I have
to be sat down and have this stuff drawn out of me, because on my own I
wouldn’t think about these things. You just go ahead and you live your life
and you move on to the next thing, and when it’s all said and done, the
historians can figure it out. That’s the way I look at it.”

He removes his sunglasses and rubs at his eyes. “I feel like I really don’t
want to prove any points,” he continues. “I just want to do whatever it is I
do. These lyrical things that come off in a unique or a desolate sort of way, I
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don’t know, I don’t feel I have to put that out anymore to please anybody.
Besides, anything you want to do for posterity’s sake, you can just sing into a
tape recorder and give it to your mother, you know?”

Dylan laughs at his last remark. “See,” he says, “somebody once told
me—and I don’t remember who it was or even where it was—but they said,
‘Never give a hundred percent.” My thing has always been just getting by on
whatever I've been getting by on. That applies to that time, too, that time in
the sixties. It never really occurred to me that I had to do it for any kind of
motive except that I just felt like I wanted to do it. As things worked, I mean,
I could never have predicted it.”

I tell him it’s hard to believe he wasn’t giving a hundred percent on
Highway 61 Revisited or Blonde on Blonde.

He flashes a shy grin and shrugs. “Well, maybe I was. But there’s
something at the back of your mind that says, ‘T’'m not giving you a hundred
percent. I'm not giving anybody a hundred percent. 'm gonna give you this
much, and this much is gonna have to do. I'm good at what I do. I can afford
to give you this much and still be as good as, if not better than, the guy over
across the street” 'm not gonna give it all—I'm not Judy Garland, who’s
gonna die onstage in front of a thousand clowns. If we’ve learned anything,
we should have learned that.”

A moment later an engineer is standing in the doorway, telling Dylan
the overdubs are done. “This is all gonna pass,” Dylan says before getting up
to go back into the studio. “All these people who say whatever it is I'm
supposed to be doing—that’s all gonna pass, because, obviously, I'm not
gonna be around forever. That day’s gonna come when there aren’t gonna be
any more records, and then people won’t be able to say, ‘Well this one’s not as
good as the last one.” They’re gonna have to look at it all. And I don’t know
what the picture will be, what people’s judgment will be at that time. I can’t
help you in that area.”

Two weeks LATER, Bob Dylan sits on a dog-eared sofa in the Van
Nuys studio where Tom Petty is working, sipping at a plastic cup full of
whiskey and water. He blows a curt puff of smoke and broods over it. His
weary air reminds me of something he’d said earlier: “Man, sometimes it
seems I've spent half my life in a recording studio. . . . It’s like living in a
coal mine.”

Dylan and Petty have been holed up in this room the better part of the
night, working on a track called “Got My Mind Made Up,” which they have
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co-written for Dylan’s album. By all appearances, it’s been a productive
session: The tune is a walloping, Bo Diddley-like raveup with Delta blues—
style slide guitar, and Dylan has been hurling himself into the vocal with a
genuinely staggering force. Yet there’s also a note of tension about the eve-
ning. The pressure of completing the album has reportedly been wearing on
Dylan, and his mood is said to have been rather dour and unpredictable these
last several days. In fact, somewhere along the line he has decided to put aside
most of the rock & roll tracks he had been working on in Topanga, and is
apparently now assembling the album from various sessions that have ac-
crued over the last year. “It’s all sorts of stuff,” he says. “It doesn’t really have
a theme or a purpose.”

While waiting for his backup singers to arrive, Dylan tries to warm up
to the task of the evening’s interview. But in contrast to his manner in our
earlier conversations, he seems somewhat distracted, almost edgy, and many
questions don’t seem to engender much response. After a bit, I ask him if he
can tell me something about the lyrical tenor of the songs. “Got My Mind
Made Up,” for example, includes a reference to Libya. Will this be a record
that has something to say about our national mood?

He considers the subject. “The kinds of stuff [ write now come out over
all the years I've lived,” he says, “so I can’t say anything is really that current.
There may be one line that’s current. . . . But you have to go on. You can’t
keep doing the same old thing all the time.”

[ try a couple more questions about political matters—about whether
he feels any kinship with the new activism in pop music—but he looks
exhausted at the possibility of seriously discussing the topic. “I'm opposed to
whatever oppresses people’s intelligence,” he says. “We all have to be against
that sort of thing, or else we have nowhere to go. But that’s not a fight for one
man, that’s everybody’s fight.”

Over the course of our interviews, I've learned you can’t budge him on
a subject if he’s not in the mood, so I move on. We chat a while, but nothing
much seems to engage him until I ask if he’s pleased by the way the American
public is responding to the upcoming tour. Demand has been so intense that
the itinerary has been increased from twenty-six to forty shows, with more
dates likely. In the end, it’s estimated that he’ll play to a million people.

“People forget it,” he says, “but since 1974, I've never stopped working.
I’ve been out on tours where there hasn’t been any publicity. So for me, I'm
not getting caught up in all this excitement of a big tour. I've played big tours
and I’ve played small tours. I mean, what’s such a big deal about this one?”

Well, it is his first cross-country tour of America in eight years.

“Yeah, but to me, an audience is an audience, no matter where they are.
I'm not particularly into this American thing, this Bruce Springsteen—John
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Cougar—‘America first’ thing. I feel just as strongly about the American
principles as those guys do, but I personally feel that what’s important is
more eternal things. This American pride thing, that don’t mean nothing to
me. ’'m more locked into what’s real forever.”

Quickly, Dylan seems animated. He douses one cigarette, lights an-
other, and begins speaking at a faster clip. “Listen,” he says, “I'm not saying
anything bad about these guys, because I think Bruce has done a tremendous
amount for real gutbucket rock & roll—and folk music, in his own way. And
John Cougar’s great, though the best thing on his record, I thought, was his
grandmother singing. That knocked me out. But that ain’t what music’s
about. Subjects like ‘How come we don’t have our jobs?’ Then you’re getting
political. And if you want to get political, you ought to go as far out as you
can.

But certainly he understands, I say, that Springsteen and Mellencamp
aren’t exactly trying to fan the flames of American pride. Instead, they’re
trying to say that if the nation loses sight of certain principles, it also forfeits
its claim to greatness.

“Yeah? What are those principles? Are they biblical principles? The only
principles you can find are the principles in the Bible. I mean, Proverbs has
got them all.”

They are such principles, I say, as justice and equality.

“Yeah, but . . .” Dylan pauses. As we’ve been talking, others—includ-
ing Petty, guitarist Mike Campbell, the sound engineers, and the backup
singers—have entered the room. Dylan stands up and starts pacing back and
forth, smiling. It’s hard to tell whether he is truly irked or merely spouting
provocatively for the fun of it. After a moment, he continues. “To me,
America means the Indians. They were here and this is their country, and all
the white men are just trespassing. We’ve devastated the natural resources of
this country, for no particular reason except to make money and buy houses
and send our kids to college and shit like that. To me, America is the Indians,
period. I just don’t go for nothing more. Unions, movies, Greta Garbo, Wall
Street, Tin Pan Alley, or Dodgers baseball games.” He laughs. “It don’t mean
shit. What we did to the Indians is disgraceful. I think America, to get right,
has got to start there first.”

I reply that a more realistic way of getting right might be to follow the
warning of one of his own songs, “Clean Cut Kid,” and not send our young
people off to fight in another wasteful war.

“Who sends the young people out to war?” says Dylan. “Their parents
do.”

But it isn’t the parents who suited them up and put them on the planes
and sent them off to die in Vietnam.
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“Look, the parents could have said, ‘Hey, we’ll talk about it.” But par-
ents aren’t into that. They don’t know how to deal with what they should do
or shouldn’t do. So they leave it to the government.”

Suddenly, loudly, music blares up in the room. Perhaps somebody—
maybe Petty—figures the conversation is getting a little too tense. Dylan
smiles and shrugs, then pats me on the shoulder. “We can talk a little more
later,” he says.

For the next couple of hours, Dylan and Petty attend to detail work on
the track—getting the right accent on a ride cymbal and overdubbing the
gospel-derived harmonies of the four female singers who have just arrived.
As always, it is fascinating to observe how acutely musical Dylan is. In one
particularly inspired offhand moment, he leads the four singers—Queen
Esther Morrow, Elisecia Wright, Madelyn Quebec, and Carol Dennis—
through a lovely a cappella version of “White Christmas,” then moves into a
haunting reading of an old gospel standard, “Evening Sun.” Petty and the
rest of us just stare, stunned. “Man,” says Petty frantically, “we’ve got to get
this on tape.”

Afterward, Dylan leads me out into a lounge area to talk some more. He
leans on top of a pinball machine, a cigarette nipped between his teeth. He
seems calmer, happy with the night’s work. He also seems willing to finish
the conversation we were having earlier, so we pick up where we left off.
What would he do, I ask, if his own sons were drafted?

Dylan looks almost sad as he considers the question. After several
moments, he says: “They could do what their conscience tells them to do,
and I would support them. But it also depends on what the government
wants your children to do. I mean, if the government wants your children to
go down and raid Central American countries, there would be no moral
value in that. I also don’t think we should have bombed those people in
Libya.” Then he flashes one of those utterly guileless, disarming smiles of his.
“But what I want to know,” he says, “is, what’s all this got to do with folk
music and rock & roll?”

Quite a bit, since he, more than any other artist, raised the possibility
that folk music and rock & roll could have political impact. “Right,” says
Dylan, “and I’'m proud of that.”

And the reason questions like these keep coming up is because many of
us aren’t so sure where he stands these days—in fact, some critics have
charged that, with songs like “Slow Train” and “Union Sundown,” he’s even
moved a bit to the right.

Dylan muses over the remark in silence for a moment. “Well, for me,”
he begins, “there is no right and there is no left. There’s truth and there’s
untruth, y’know? There’s honesty and there’s hypocrisy. Look in the Bible:
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You don’t see nothing about right or left. Other people might have other
ideas about things, but I don’t, because ’'m not that smart. I hate to keep
beating people over the head with the Bible, but that’s the only instrument I
know, the only thing that stays true.”

Does it disturb him that there seem to be so many preachers these days
who claim that to be a good Christian one must also be a political conserva-
tive?

“Conservative? Well, don’t forget, Jesus said that it’s harder for a rich
man to enter the kingdom of heaven than it is for a camel to enter the eye of
a needle. I mean, is that conservative? I don’t know, I've heard a lot of
preachers say how God wants everybody to be wealthy and healthy. Well, it
doesn’t say that in the Bible. You can twist anybody’s words, but that’s only
for fools and people who follow fools. If you're entangled in the snares of this
world, which everybody is . . .”

Petty comes into the room and asks Dylan to come hear the final
overdubs. Dylan likes what he hears, then decides to take one more pass at
the lead vocal. This time, apparently, he nails it. “Don’t ever try to change
me/I been in this thing too long/There’s nothing you can say or do/To make
me think ’'m wrong,” he snarls at the song’s outset, and while it is hardly the
most inviting line one has ever heard him sing, tonight he seems to render it
with a fitting passion.

AGAIN, 1986. Another midnight in Hollywood, and Bob Dylan, Tom
Petty, and the Heartbreakers are clustered in a cavernous room at the old
Zoetrope Studios, working out a harmonica part to “License to Kill,” when
Dylan suddenly begins playing a different, oddly haunting piece of music.
Gradually, the random tones he is blowing begin to take a familiar shape, and
it becomes evident that he’s playing a plaintive, bluesy variation of “I
Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine.” Keyboardist Benmont Tench is the first to
recognize the melody, and quickly embellishes it with a graceful piano part;
Petty catches the drift and underscores Dylan’s harmonica with some strong,
sharp chord strokes. Soon, the entire band, which tonight includes guitarist
Al Kooper, is seizing Dylan’s urge and transforming the song into a full and
passionate performance. Dylan never sings the lyrics himself but instead
signals a backup singer to take the lead, and immediately “I Dreamed I Saw
St. Augustine” becomes a full-fledged, driving spiritual.

Five minutes later, the moment has passed. According to Petty and
Tench, Dylan’s rehearsals are often like this: inventive versions of wondrous
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songs come and go and are never heard again, except in those rare times
when they may be conjured onstage. In a way, an instance like this leaves one
wishing that every show in the True Confessions Tour were simply another
rehearsal: Dylan’s impulses are so sure-handed and imaginative, they’re prac-
tically matchless.

Trying to get Dylan to talk about where such moments come from—or
trying to persuade him to take them to the stage—is, as one might expect,
not that easy. “I'm not sure if people really want to hear that sort of thing
from me,” he says, smiling ingenuously. Then he perches himself on an
equipment case and puts his hands into his pockets, looking momentarily
uncomfortable. Quickly, his face brightens. “Hey,” he says, pulling a tape
from his pocket, “wanna hear the best album of the year?” He holds a
cassette of AKA Grafitti Man, an album by poet John Trudell and guitarist
Jesse Ed Davis. “Only people like Lou Reed and John Doe can dream about
doing work like this. Most don’t have enough talent.”

Dylan has his sound engineer cue the tape to a song about Elvis Presley.
It is a long, stirring track about the threat that so many originally perceived
in Presley’s manner and the promise so many others discovered in his music.
“We heard Elvis’s song for the first time/Then we made up our own mind,”
recites Trudell at one point, followed by a lovely, blue guitar solo from Davis
that quotes “Love Me Tender.” Dylan grins at the line, then shakes his head
with delight. “Man,” he says, “that’s about all anybody ever needs to say
about Elvis Presley.”

I wonder if Dylan realizes that the line could also have been written
about him—that millions of us heard his songs, and that those songs not
only inspired our own but, in some deep-felt place, almost seemed to be our
own. But before there is even time to raise the question, Dylan has put on his
coat and is on his way across the room.

IT IS NOW eleven years later, 1997, and Bob Dylan—presently in his late
fifties—is still an active figure in rock & roll. Over the last several years he has
been busier than at any time since the mid-1960s, releasing several collec-
tions of new recordings—even at one point writing and singing with the first
major group he has ever joined (the Traveling Wilburys, including George
Harrison, Tom Petty, and the late Roy Orbison).

Yet despite this renascence, and despite the enduring influence of his
1960s work, the modern pop world has lost much of its fascination with
Dylan. In the last several years, artists like Bruce Springsteen, Prince, Ma-
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donna, Public Enemy, Metallica, Snoop Doggy Dogg, Nine Inch Nails, Kurt
Cobain, Beck, Pearl Jam, U2, and Courtney Love have all produced (more or
less) vital work that has transformed what popular music is about and what
it might accomplish, and some of that work has affected the culture at large,
fueling ongoing social and political debate. Dylan hasn’t made music to equal
that effect for many years, nor has he really tried to. At best, he has tried
occasionally to render work that taps into pop’s commercial and technologi-
cal vogues (such as Empire Burlesque and 1989’s Oh Mercy), or has mounted
tours designed to interact with the massive audiences that his backing bands
attract (such as his 1980s ventures with the Grateful Dead and Tom Petty and
the Heartbreakers). More typically, he has produced records that many ob-
servers regard as haphazard and uncommitted (like Knocked Out Loaded,
Down in the Groove, and 1990’s Under the Red Sky—though to my tastes, they
are among his best latter-day records and hold up wonderfully). In the early
1990s, he also released a mesmerizing set recorded for MTV, Bob Dylan
Unplugged, plus two all-acoustic albums of folk material by other artists,
Good as I Been to You and the exceptional World Gone Wrong. The latter two
records feature some of the most deeply felt, spectral singing of Dylan’s
entire career—the equal of his best vocals on Blonde on Blonde, The Basement
Tapes, John Wesley Harding, Pat Garrett ¢ Billy the Kid, and Blood on the
Tracks. (They also feature his all-time best liner notes. “STACK A LEE,” he
writes “‘is Frank Hutchinson’s version. what does the song say exactly? it says
no man gains immortality through public acclaim.” Later he writes: “LONE
PILGRIM is from an old Doc Watson record. what attracts me to the song is
how the lunacy of trying to fool the self is set aside at some given point.
salvation & the needs of mankind are prominent & hegemony takes a breath-
ing spell.”)

Good as I Been to You and World Gone Wrong remind me of something
Dylan told me during our first conversation, back in 1985. We had been
talking about the music of Bruce Springsteen and Dylan said: “Bruce knows
where he comes from—he has taken what everybody else has done and made
his own thing out of it—and that’s great. But somebody will come along after
Bruce, say ten or twenty years from now, and maybe they’ll be looking to
Bruce as their primary model and somehow miss the fact that his music came
from Elvis Presley and Woody Guthrie. In other words, all they’re gonna get
is Bruce; they’re not gonna get what Bruce got.

“If you copy somebody—and there’s nothing wrong with that—the top
rule should be to go back and copy the guy that was there first. It’s like all the
people who copied me over the years, too many of them just got me, they
didn’t get what I got.” Over thirty years after Bob Dylan’s first album (which
was also a testament to his folk sources), Good as I Been to You and World
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Gone Wrong are reminders of what the singer “got”—and still gets—from
American folk music’s timeless mysteries and depths.

In addition, Dylan has been touring almost incessantly for over a gener-
ation now. Beyond his stylistic, political, philosophical, and personal
changes, beyond the sheer weight of his legend, Dylan continues to play
music simply because, in any season, on almost any given night, it is what he
would prefer to be doing; it isn’t just a career, but instead, a necessary way of
living. It’s as if Dylan were committed once again to the restless troubadour
life that he effectively renounced following his motorcycle accident, and as if
he is now more invested in music’s sustaining power than ever before.

In short, there remains much that is illuminating and beautiful—and
also profoundly unsettling—to be found in Dylan’s ongoing work. On his
best nights onstage, for example, he might take a song like “Stuck Inside of
Mobile with the Memphis Blues Again” or “Desolation Row,” and turn it
upside down, filling it with new wit and craziness. Moments later, he may
turn around and deliver a folk ballad like “One Too Many Mornings” with a
heart-stopping grace, in a voice as sweet as the voice with which he first
recorded it, over thirty years ago, or he can take “John Brown” (for my
money, his best anti-war song) and render it with a force that is truly
breathtaking. In addition, Dylan’s best post-1970s songs—including “The
Groom’s Still Waiting at the Altar,” “Man in the Long Black Coat,” “Under
the Red Sky,” “Dark Eyes,” “Every Grain of Sand,” “Death Is Not the End,”
“Blind Willie McTell,” and “Dignity”’—aren’t that much of a departure from
such earlier touchstones as “Like a Rolling Stone” and “I Shall Be Released.”
That is, they are the testaments of a man who isn’t aiming to change the
world so much as he’s simply trying to find a way to abide all the heartbreaks
and disillusion that result from living in a morally centerless time. In the end,
that stance may be no less courageous than the fiery iconoclasm that Dylan
once proudly brandished.

IT IS TEMPTING, of course, to read some of Dylan’s recent music as a key
to his current life and sensibility—but then that has long been the case.
That’s because, in the aftermath of his motorcycle accident, Dylan became an
intensely private man. He did not divulge much about the details of his life or
the changing nature of his beliefs, and so when he made records like Nashville
Skyline, Self Portrait, and New Morning—records that extolled the value of
marriage and family as the redemptive meaning of life, and that countless
critics cited as Dylan’s withdrawal from “significance”—many fans assumed
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that these works also signified the truths of Dylan’s own private life. Later, in
the mid-1970s, when Dylan’s marriage began to come apart, and he made
Blood on the Tracks and Desire—with those records’ accounts of romantic
loss and disenchantment—his songs seemed to be confessions of his suffer-
ing, and the pain appeared to suit his artistic talents better than domestic
bliss had. Well, maybe . . . but also maybe not. The truth is, there is still
virtually nothing that is publicly known about the history of Bob Dylan’s
marriage to Sara Lowndes—how it came together, how it survived for a time,
or how and why it ultimately failed.

Since that period, there is even less that is known about Dylan, beyond
a few simple facts: namely, that he has never remarried (and has apparently
never found a love to take the place of his wife, except, perhaps, his love for
God), and he reportedly maintains an attentive and close relationship with
his children. Past that, Dylan’s personal life pretty much remains hidden; in
fact, it is one of the best-guarded private lives that any famous celebrity has
ever managed to achieve. Dylan’s friends do not disclose much about his
secrets—except, that is, when they leak his unreleased recordings—and
Dylan himself likes discussing these matters even less than he likes discussing
the meanings of his songs.

Which only causes one to wonder: Are Dylan’s songs truly the key to
Dylan? Does his life still pour into his work? And is he a happy man—or have
his history and vision instead robbed him of the chance for peace and
happiness forever?

There are, of course, no definitive answers to questions like these, and
maybe they aren’t even the right questions to be asking. Then again, with
Dylan it isn’t always easy to know just what are the right questions to ask.
During those recording sessions for Knocked Out Loaded, back in 1986, I once
or twice tried broaching some of these topics with him. One night, at about 2
AM., Dylan was leaning in a hallway in an L.A. recording studio, talking
about 1965, when he toured England and made the film Don’t Look Back.
Though it was a peak period in his popularity and creativity, it was also a
time of intense pressure and unhappiness—a time not long prior to his
bizarre, early-morning limousine ride with John Lennon. “That was before I
got married and had kids of my own,” he told me. “Having children: That’s
the great equalizer, you know? Because you don’t care so much about your-
self anymore. I know that’s been true in my case. I’'m not sure I’d always been
that good to people before that time, or that good to myself.”

I asked him: Did he think he was a happier man these days than twenty
years before?

“Oh man, I've never even thought about that,” Dylan said, laughing.
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“Happiness is not on my list of priorities. I just deal with day-to-day things. If
I’'m happy, I'm happy—and if I'm not, I don’t know the difference.”

He fell silent for a few moments, and stared at his hands. “You know,”
he said, “these are yuppie words, happiness and unhappiness. It’s not happi-
ness or unhappiness, it’s either blessed or unblessed. As the Bible says,
‘Blessed is the man who walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly.” Now,
that must be a happy man. Knowing that you are the person you were put on
this earth to be—that’s much more important than just being happy.

“Anyway, happiness is just a balloon—it’s just temporary stuff. Any-
body can be happy, and if you’re not happy, they got a lot of drugs that can
make you happy. But trust me: Life is not a bowl of cherries.”

I asked him if, in that case, he felt he was a blessed man.

“Oh yeah,” he said, nodding his head and smiling broadly. “Yeah, I do.
But not because I'm a big rock & roll star.” And then he laughed, and
excused himself to go back to his recording session.

That was about as far as we got with that line of questioning.

A couple of nights later, I saw Dylan during another post-midnight
visit. “I'm thinking about calling this album Knocked Out Loaded,” Dylan
said. He repeated the phrase once, then laughed. “Is that any good, you
think, Knocked Out Loaded?”

Dylan was in that album’s final stages, and he wanted to play me the
tape of a song called “Brownsville Girl,” that he had co-written with play-
wright Sam Shepard and had just finished recording. It was a long, storylike
song, and it opened with the singer intoning a half-talked, half-sung remem-
brance about the time he saw the film The Gunfighter, starring Gregory Peck:
the tale of a fast-gun outlaw trying to forsake his glorious, on-the-run life
when another fast-gun kid comes along and shoots him in the back. The man
singing the song sits in a dark theater, watching the gunslinger’s death over
and over. As he watches it, he is thinking about how the dying cowboy briefly
found a better meaning of life to aspire to—a life of family and love and
peace—but in the end, couldn’t escape his past. And then the singer begins
thinking about all the love he has held in his own life, and all the hope he has
lost, all the ideals and lovers he gave up for his own life on the run—and by
the time the song is over, the singer can’t tell if he is the man he is watching
in the movie, or if he is simply stuck in his own memory. It was hard to tell
where Dylan ends and Shepard begins in the lyrics, but when “Brownsville
Girl” came crashing to its end, it was quite easy to hear whom the song really
belongs to. I've only known of one man who could put across a performance
that exhilarating, and he was sitting there right in front of me, concentrating
hard on the tale, as if he too were hearing the song’s wondrous involutions
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for the first time—as if it were the first time Bob Dylan was hearing about the
life he has led and can never leave behind.

I didn’t really know what to say, so I said nothing. Dylan lit a cigarette
and took a seat on a nearby sofa and started talking. “You know, sometimes I
think about people like T-Bone Walker, John Lee Hooker, Muddy Waters—
these people who played into their sixties. If I'm here at eighty, I'll be doing
the same thing I’'m doing now. This is all I want to do—it’s allI cando. . . .
I think I've always aimed my songs at people who I imagined, maybe falsely
s0, had the same experiences that I've had, who have kind of been through
what I’d been through. But I guess a lot of people just haven’t.”

He watched his cigarette burn for a moment, and then offered a smile.
“See,” he said, “I've always been just about being an individual, with an
individual point of view. If I've been about anything, it’s probably that, and
to let some people know that it’s possible to do the impossible.

“And that’s really all. If I've ever had anything to tell anybody, it’s that:
You can do the impossible. Anything is possible. And that’s it. No more.”

On that night, as on so many nights before and since, I realized that it
has indeed been something special to be around during a time when Bob
Dylan has been one of our foremost American artists. I thought back to my
youth and how Dylan’s music had helped inspire my values and also helped
nurture my spirit through several seasons of difficult and exciting changes. I
was not alone in these responses, of course. Dylan managed to speak to and
for the best visions and boldest ideals of an entire emerging generation, and
he also spoke to our sense of scary and liberating isolation: the sense that we
were now living on our own, with “no direction home,” and that we would
have to devise our own rules and our own integrity to make it through all the
change. In the process, Dylan not only heroically defined the moment, he
also invented rock & roll’s future: He staked out a voice and style that
countless other budding visionaries, including Bruce Springsteen, Patti
Smith, Elvis Costello, Sinéad O’Connor, and Beck would later seek to emu-
late and make their own. And because he did this so affectingly, it became
easy to take him and his work personally, to believe that he was still tied to
our dreams and our hopes for pronouncements that might yet deliver us.
Tom Petty’s drummer, Stan Lynch, once told me: “I saw many people who
were genuinely moved by Dylan, who felt they had to make some connection
with him, that this was an important thing in their life. They wanted to be
near him and tell him they’re all right, because they probably feel that Bob
was telling them that it was going to be all right when they weren’t all right,
as if Bob knew they weren’t doing so well at the time.

“They forget one important thing: Bob doesn’t know them; they just
know him. But that’s all right. That’s not shortsightedness on their part.
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That’s just the essence of what people do when you talk to them at a vulnera-
ble time in their lives. It doesn’t matter that he was talking to them by way of
a record; he was still talking to them.”

Or, as Bruce Springsteen once noted, in some remarks directed to
Dylan on the occasion of Dylan’s induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of
Fame, “When I was fifteen and I heard ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ for the first
time, I heard a guy like I've never heard before or since. A guy that had the
guts to take on the whole world and made me feel like I had ’em too. . . . To
steal a line from one of your songs, whether you like it or not, ‘You was the
brother that I never had.””

It’s an understandable sentiment; to some of us, the epiphanies of
youth count as deeply as the bonds of family. But as Dylan himself once told
an interviewer: “People come up to me on the street all the time, acting like
I’'m some long-lost brother—like they know me. Well, I'm not their brother,
and I think I can prove that.”

It may be the only thing that he has left to prove—that he is not, after
all, his brother’s keeper—though in a sense, it hardly matters. The truth is,
Dylan is still attempting to sort out the confusion of the day in the most
honest and committed way that he knows. That is probably about as much as
you can ask of somebody who has already done a tremendous amount to
deepen our consciousness and our time. In the end, Bob Dylan remains a
vital American artist—and one who we should be proud to claim as our own.
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] t may seem hard to fathom these days—watching Mick Jagger and Keith

Richards’ aged incarnations of their former terror-bringing selves—but
there was a time when the Rolling Stones seemed the unmistakable apotheo-
sis of rock & roll: superlative purveyors of blues and rhythm & blues who
dramatized first the pop rebelliousness, then the moral disdain and political
uncertainty, of an entire social movement. Later, when that uncertainty
turned into frustration, and the frustration into malignancy, the Rolling
Stones also mirrored the dissolution of their generation.

Maybe a better way of putting this is to state that the Rolling Stones said
as much about the shared social condition of our lives as anyone else in rock
& roll; in fact, they may have been pop’s last real unifying force. By that I
mean the Stones became a focal point for rock at a critical juncture: The
Beatles had disintegrated in pain, Bob Dylan had seemingly traded his world-
altering iconoclasm for family security, and the late 1960s psychedelic rock
movement had turned hollow, even harmful. Then: There were the Rolling
Stones again, back from a fitful term of drugs and death (actually, that term
wasn’t quite yet over for the band), singing songs boasting collusion in evil
and revolt, touting themselves as “The World’s Greatest Rock & Roll Band,”
and providing the music and performances to support either claim. Nobody
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since then has won such widespread assent, or seemed to define for so many
what rock & roll should mean and look and feel like. This isn’t to say that
other artists didn’t have as much impact on rock & roll (certainly the Sex
Pistols and Nirvana—plus many rap artists—transformed rock’s meanings,
and large parts of its audience as well). Nor is it to say that other artists didn’t
prove better sellers than the Stones. Still, the Rolling Stones were perhaps the
last thing that the rock & roll world at large seemed to agree on, and all the
disagreements since then either amount to what one believes we’ve gained or
what we’ve lost.

Which is to say that, in certain respects, the last twenty years or so
haven’t really proved that favorable for the Stones—or at least for their place
in that later span of history. Following the 1960s, the group hit a long, limp
stride, relying on their reputation to buoy them when their music couldn’t.
More important, the reference points of rock changed ineradicably: Punk
bands like the Sex Pistols and the Clash had stolen the moment and sought to
indict the Stones as an outmoded fetish, as well as symbols of inflated privi-
lege and decadence. The charge wasn’t far off the mark: The Rolling Stones
had backed off from every notion of rebellion save an arrogant conviction in
their own rank—a belief that allowed them not to flout authority so much as
own it. The punks hit the Stones hard—alongside such songs as “Anarchy in
the U.K.” and “Guns on the Roof,” the Stones’ “Street Fighting Man”
sounded like an anthem of equivocation—and though the group hit back a
little with 1978’s Some Girls, it wasn’t enough to regain their cutting edge.
The group still sold, still carried the weight of myth and sensation, but that’s
all that can be said of their story now for far too many years.

Still, the journey that brought the Stones to their own dissolution was
rich, remarkable, and genuinely brave (though perhaps also mean and fool-
hardy). Along the way, the band became a measure of when rock music and
its culture succeeded most and then failed bitterly; indeed, at that time, the
Rolling Stones were the best definition rock & roll had of a center—a center
that could not hold. In the years that followed, that center became scat-
tered—as if hit by a shotgun blast. Other times, it seemed replaced by a void.
Either way, it may be that nobody can ever define it again in quite the same
way as the Rolling Stones once did, long ago, in frightened, ecstatic, and
audacious times.

I N THE EARLY and mid-1960s, the Rolling Stones earned what was likely
the most important designation of their career: Simply, they were a great
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white blues and rhythm & blues band. Unlike Elvis Presley, the Stones didn’t
help reinvent or transmogrify black music. Instead, with The Rolling Stones,
Now!, Out of Our Heads, 12 x 5, and December’s Children, they sought to
assimilate or adopt Chicago blues and Chuck Berry-style rock & roll—which
isn’t, as some detractors suggested, the same as purloining or exploiting that
music. For the most part, the Rolling Stones were upwardly mobile young
men, enamored with black music’s emotional artistry, though not so much
the music’s emotions—at least not the deep-rooted agony and fear (and
release from agony and fear) that permeated American blues. (For the Stones,
that deepening would come later.) In the mid-1960s, the Rolling Stones came
closer to stylizing their own feelings in brittle, tense, keen-edged rock & roll
singles like “19th Nervous Breakdown,” “Have You Seen Your Mother, Baby,
Standing in the Shadows,” “Get Off of My Cloud,” “The Last Time,” and
“(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction”—the latter among the 1960s’ most defining
pop songs. Not surprisingly, the emotions conveyed in these songs were those
of disdain and rancor, arrogance and ennui.

My best remembrances of seeing the band—that is, except in the film
Gimme Shelter—are from this period, during their 1965 U.S. tour, at an
appearance in Portland, Oregon. I recall Brian Jones, squatting on his
haunches, playing dulcimer embellishments on “Lady Jane,” then picking up
a teardrop-shaped guitar, clutching it high and tight to his chest during “The
Last Time,” standing insanely close to the stage’s edge, inviting more real
danger than even Mick Jagger did. I remember Jagger in an off-white suit, a
bright blue ruffled shirt, barefoot and messy-haired, pulled up into a mock-
toreador’s stance, coaxing the audience with the shimmies of his tambourine,
getting upbraided by a policeman down front who had to hold off the
rushing kids, then kicking trash in the cop’s startled face, waving him off
with a scornful flick of the wrist, as if to dismiss, forever, any last threats of
authority. I'd never seen anything that flirted so wildly and ably with mass
chaos, and I’d never seen anything so magnificent. Later, I read something by
critic Jon Landau that explained that show: “Violence. The Rolling Stones are
violence. Their music penetrates the raw nerve endings of their listeners and
finds its way into the groove marked ‘release of frustration.” Their violence
has always been a surrogate for the larger violence their audience is so
capable of.”

By 1966 and 1967, the Rolling Stones had come into their own. With
Aftermath, Between the Buttons, and Flowers, the band made some of their
most inventive music: part blues-based, part surreal pop, frequently elo-
quent, occasionally drug-steeped, and always best when it cut between affec-
tations with the fleet, fiery glint of rock & roll. The band’s 1967 work, Their
Satanic Majesties Request, was at one extreme an overblown response to the
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Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and the pervasive pop
psychedelia of that season. In another way, Satanic Majesties was a work that
tapped or mocked the effete creative sensibility of that period as effectively as
The Velvet Underground and Nico. At the time—and especially in the years
that followed—Satanic Majesties was dismissed as an ambitious mess. Today,
to my ears, it plays wonderfully, and beneath its occasional concessions to
that season’s notions of simple altruism, beats a dark, dark heart.

But it was with Beggar’s Banquet (1968) and Let It Bleed (1969)—
albums more or less of a piece—that the Rolling Stones made their most
intelligent, committed, and forcible music. These were, in large measure,
records about social disorder and moral vacillation, and more than before or
since, the band seemed to say something about the moods and idealism
coming apart all around them. The timing couldn’t have been better. By
1968—a year in which Robert Kennedy was murdered in Los Angeles; Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot to death in Memphis; and the broken hopes
of millions of people erupted in costly, long-term violence (climaxing at the
Chicago Democratic National Convention, at which police brutally blud-
geoned American youth)—rock & roll had become a field of hard options
and opposing arguments. The Beatles seemed dazed and wary by their role as
youth leaders. On one hand, they recorded two versions of “Revolution,” in
which they opted in, and then out, of the notion of violent revolt; then, on
the flip side, they issued “Hey Jude,” their greatest anthem of community
and forbearance. By contrast, the Stones faced the contradictions of their
position more directly. In “Salt of the Earth” (from Beggar’s Banquet), Jagger
extolled the working-class masses only to admit his hopeless distance from
any real involvement with such people (“When I search a faceless crowd/A
swirling mass of gray and black and white/They don’t look real to me/In fact
they look so strange”), and in “Street Fighting Man” (banned in several U.S.
cities for fear that it might incite further political riots), the Stones admitted
to both a desire for violent confrontation and a longing for equivocation
(“Hey! Think the time is right for a palace rev-oH-loo-tion/But where I live
the game to play is compromise so-loo-tion”). For that matter, the Rolling
Stones were asking some of the toughest questions around (“I shouted out,
‘Who killed the Kennedys?’ > sang Jagger in “Sympathy for the Devil”), and
they didn’t hesitate to deliver hard answers (“Well after all, it was you and
me”). In addition, the group had suffered its own loss when Brian Jones left
the band in June 1969, and was found dead in his swimming pool a month
later.

The passion and persuasion of that music carried over to the Rolling
Stones’ historic 1969 U.S. tour, but so did the risk, culminating in the
Altamont debacle that left four people dead, including one black man, Mere-
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dith Hunter, stabbed to death in front of the stage by Hells Angels while the
group played an uneasy set.

00

Let's stop the story there, because in a way, that’s where the story does
stop. The Rolling Stones would go on to make some good-to-great work,
including Exile on Main Street (a 1972 album of dense, brutal music that
worked beyond rebellion, or more accurately, worked against rebellion in the
sense that it cultivated dissipation); Some Girls, in 1978 (as R&B-informed as
their early records, as prideful as Aftermath); and 1981’s Tattoo You, with the
band’s last great single, “Start Me Up.” I'd even be willing to add Dirty Work
(1986) to the list—if only because, for once, the group’s music was revolving
around notions of anger, emptiness, and rejection that seemed candidly self-
derived and mutual-directed—plus 1995’s live album Stripped, because it
features some of the best singing of Jagger’s career: He finally sounds like an
aged blues-jazz-pop pro, as mean, witty, and weathered as latter-day Frank
Sinatra. (It really makes you wish Sinatra had covered Bob Dylan’s “Like a
Rolling Stone,” or Jagger and Richards’ own “The Spider and the Fly”; like
Jagger, Sinatra would have torn the songs open anew.)

But after Exile on Main Street, the Rolling Stones would never again
make music that defined our times, that helped us or even hurt us. They
would never again make music that mattered much outside the needs and
contexts of their own career—and even then it’s hard to imagine that records
as inconsiderable as Goat’s Head Soup, It’s Only Rock ’n’ Roll, Black and Blue,
and Emotional Rescue mattered even to the Stones.

S O, WHAT HAPPENED? What flattened one of the smartest, most fear-
some bands that rock & roll has ever known? For a chance at an answer, let’s
consider what two different kinds of historians have to say. The first histori-
ans to consider is a pair of authors, Stanley Booth and Philip Norman, each
of whom in 1984 published essential books about the band. Both books—
Booth’s Dance with the Devil (later retitled The True Adventures of the Rolling
Stones) and Norman’s Symphony for the Devil—managed to rehabilitate the
spirit of the Stones’ peak period better than even a replaying of the group’s
music might, which is no small accomplishment. On the surface, such works
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of remembrance might seem superfluous at best. Rock & roll, after all, is an
art-and-entertainment form bound in immediacy and performance, and it
isn’t easy for a retrospect to add much to our understanding of that music’s
impact or meaning. (Which is to say that no work of criticism or biography
can possibly replace—or perhaps even truly deepen—the experience of first
hearing “Sympathy for the Devil,” “Street Fighting Man,” “Gimme Shelter,”
“Midnight Rambler,” “Brown Sugar,” and “Casino Boogie” and under-
standing that well-defined visions of murder, revolt, chaos, rape, racism, and
profligacy had just become notions to dance to.)

Still, Booth and Norman’s narratives succeeded because the authors
understood not merely the Stones’ token tough-guys stance, but because they
comprehended the quite real nihilism that consumed the band’s ideals and
creativity (and, at times, their physical health), and how the journey into that
nihilism mirrored the dissipation of pop culture at large. In both books, it is
the disintegration and death of the group’s founding member, guitarist Brian
Jones, in July of 1969, and the debacle a few months later of the Altamont
free concert, that spells the effective end of the Stones’ journey.

Of the two works, Stanley Booth’s does the more impassioned job of
putting across the Rolling Stones’ remarkable rise to deterioration. A power-
fully adept stylist with a seemingly inborn comprehension of blues music and
blues sensibility (he also wrote about Elvis Presley, Bukka White, Howlin’
Wolf, and B. B. King, among others), Booth attached himself as a journalist
to the Rolling Stones’ odyssey in England, during one of Brian Jones’ star-
crossed drug-possession trials, and then finagled his way onto the group’s
epochal (and fateful) 1969 tour to compose this book.

Some years later, resolved to overcome some of the emotional and drug
problems which had derived, in no small part, from his association with the
band, Booth finally pulled free of the Stones’ sway to tell his tale—a tale that
is as big and funny and bitter and shattering as the failure of an entire
generation. True to his original intent, Booth’s account sticks to the time
frame of that single tour, interspersed with chapters detailing early band
history. While one can’t help but feel Booth has a much larger, probably
more incriminating tale he could reveal, his implicit dismissal of everything
in the Rolling Stones” history after the horror of Altamont is perhaps the
most truthful and succinct summation possible of the consequence of the
band’s last twenty-eight years of touring and record-making: Simply, they are
of little consequence whatsoever.

More important, of course, Booth’s narrow focus on the Stones’
late-1960s epic lends his insider’s view a certain grim effect. He recounts the
story of the band’s trek to Altamont in parallel motion with a chronicle of
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their early ascent and its sad climax—the decay, dismissal, and subsequent
death of Brian Jones—until by the book’s end, there seems a certain inevita-
ble connection between the two events, as if whims, ambitions, insights,
and indulgences such as the Stones’ couldn’t help but demand human
cost.

But Booth never draws his characters as mere exploiters or spoilers. He
insists, and rightly, that at their best the Rolling Stones aimed to meet,
understand, provoke, and rattle the spirit of their times with more inquiring
intelligence than most of their contemporaries. “The Stones and their audi-
ence,” Booth writes at one point, “were following decent impulses toward a
wilderness where are no laws, toward the rough beast that knows no gentle
night, nor aught obeys but his foul appetite.”

In Jagger, particularly, we find a disdainful and intelligent blues fancier
who meant to confront the moral and political questions of the late 1960s
without forfeiting his taste for pop privilege. It is a contradictory approach,
of course—one that cannot work. But to Jagger’s eternal credit, with such
overpowering, nondoctrinaire, and darkly compassionate songs as “Salt of
the Earth” and “Gimme Shelter,” he raised political pop to a summit that
wouldn’t be equaled (or topped) until the music of the Sex Pistols and the
Clash. At the same time, with “Sympathy for the Devil,” Jagger questioned
the nature of personal and social evil with such flair that many listeners
bought the song’s surface allure of infamy and missed its underlying plaint.
At Altamont, Jagger came face to face with the fatal outcome of his labors,
and his music, manner, and singing were never the same after. Helping
provide the context for murder can do that for you.

By the end of his tale, Booth has found his voice and momentum with a
pitch and passion I've rarely seen equaled in pop journalism. He pulls us into
the mad, deadly center of Altamont with the awful, compelling tone of
someone who understood exactly the meaning of what he saw there on that
day—on that occasion which was the worst in rock’s public history, which
helped kill off whatever thin idealism that 1960s youth might still have
claimed. “You felt,” writes Booth, “that in the next seconds or minutes you
could die, and there was nothing you could do to prevent it, to improve the
odds for survival. A bad dream, but we were all in it.” Compared to Booth’s
account, all other recapitulations of Altamont—even the Maysles Brothers’
excellent documentary, Gimme Shelter—seem secondary. Reading Booth’s
narrative, you can hardly wonder that it took him nearly fifteen years to face
the task of remembering. I, too, would try to defer reiterating such fear and
slaughter, even if it meant deferring my craft.

Compared to Booth’s work, Philip Norman’s Symphony for the Devil
reads simply like a scrupulous history—which is exactly what it is. Indeed,
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Norman—who wrote Shout!, the beautifully factual account of the Beatles’
career which somehow seemed to miss altogether the spirit of that band’s
music—does an immensely more able job of recounting the Rolling Stones’
familial and sociological origins and detailing the resounding impact the
band had on the British pop scene. In addition, such necessary extras as early
producer-manager Andrew Loog Oldham and Jagger’s protégé-paramour,
Marianne Faithfull, receive a full-fleshed, good-humored treatment here,
while the always fascinating, perpetually heartbreaking Brian Jones under-
goes a more critical (though no less compassionate) examination.

Both books finally reach much the same deduction: that the Rolling
Stones came as close to the truth about pop’s real sociopolitical effect—and
spiritual cost—as anybody during that naive-but-dread-filled term of 1969,
and that such insights probably stunned the band into a long season of
grandiose irrelevance. So Mick Jagger became a sometimes silly peacock, and
Keith Richards became a rather pampered excuse for an outlaw; so Bill
Wyman was, for a time, an irreclaimable womanizer, and Charlie Watts
remained the finest and kindest drummer in rock & roll; so guitarist Mick
Taylor saw death coming down the same long slide that claimed Brian Jones
and stepped out of the band, and his replacement, Ron Wood, seemed merely
a spirited prop, meant to assure Jagger and Richards that the band still had a
hard-tempered, exciting presence onstage. Why, then, do the Rolling Stones
keep going—when loving fans like Booth and Norman figured out that their
real dream died that one cold day twenty-eight years ago, knifed to death
before their eyes, as they pondered the meaning and freedom of responsibil-
ity, and the connections between ideals of loving community and violent
revolt?

Norman more or less says the Rolling Stones keep on because their
image is too immunizing—from a brutal world that promised to shove a
knife right down their throats just for asking the right questions at the right
time—ever to let go of. Booth doesn’t pretend to say why, because he realizes
it means turning the questions on ourselves, on the terrible corrosion of our
own beliefs about what rock & roll might accomplish, and about everything
it failed to change. He comes to this resigned but hardly uncaring place with
the knowledge of one who once stared into the passageway to hell and finally
found a way to move beyond the terror of that vision, and for that reason his
book outdistances anything the Stones have wrought since Let It Bleed. Also
for that reason, Booth’s is clearly the work to choose between the two vol-
umes—that is, if you only have so much taste for tales of generational
decline. Because Booth brings us closer to all the Rolling Stones’ failures
and deaths, he ultimately makes us feel more alive—and hopefully, more
frightened.
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OUR NEXT HISTORIAN is Mick Jagger himself. After all, it’s only fair.

I’ve been reluctant to include any question-and-answer format inter-
views in this volume, since, to be truthful, when that form of writing suc-
ceeds it is as much the work of the person being interviewed as it is of the
person asking the questions. That is, the interviewee more or less makes the
article succeed or fail by the nature of his or her own thoughtfulness and
articulation. Jagger’s interview is the one exception I’'m happy to make, but
because, believe me, getting Mick Jagger to talk at length about the Rolling
Stones’ history was neither an easy or fun endeavor. I spoke to him on three
occasions in London in the summer of 1987, for Rolling Stone’s twentieth
anniversary issue. We talked once in a pub, once in a large Indian restaurant
that Jagger had reserved for just the two of us (he was clearly delighted when
I offered to pick up the tab), and once at the Rolling Stones’ offices near
King’s Row. After each conversation, I genuinely had a painful headache.
Jagger was certainly gracious, but the man had been interviewed for over a
generation by that time, and he was quite practiced at the art of evasion.
Sometimes I had to pose questions in several forms—or try to back into
them—before he would divulge much. Later, when I transcribed and edited
the interview, I was startled to see how much he did have to say about some
matters, and not surprised to see how much he held back in other areas.
Along with Lou Reed, Joe Strummer, Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, and only a
few others, Jagger is among the smartest people I've had the chance to
interview, though more than any of the others, Mick cost me a small fortune
in Tylenol.

This interview originally appeared—in greater length—in Rolling Stone,
November 5, 1987, and appears in this collection by kind permission of
Straight Arrow Press.

We hear a great deal of talk these days about how inventive and magical and
bold the sixties were. In fact, it’s not uncommon to hear people speak of those
times as if they were somehow better than any time that has come since. Do you
share that perspective?

Every time is special, surely, unto itself. But to actually say it was better
in 1964 or ’65—I find that a bit strange. I mean, maybe it was a bit better,
because you were, like, twenty years old back then, and you looked better,
and you didn’t have any responsibilities. You splashed around the beach and
didn’t have a mortgage and five children to look after. Given all that, it might
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appear better, though the truth may be that you were having a hard time
back then, because you were strung out on too many acid trips or something.
You forget about all that. I'm not talking about my own personal experience.
I'm talking about people that actually, um, nostalgize. Is that a verb? It
should be.

But yes, things were very different then than they are now. And they’re
never going to be the same.

I mean, there are two views of the sixties: one, that it was just a big
hype; the other, that it was a wonderful—I hate to use the horrible word
renaissance, but I suppose I can’t think of a better one—that it was a wonder-
ful renaissance of artistic endeavor and thought. But the underside to it all, of
course, was the war in Vietnam and various other colonial-type wars. Also,
all the political unrest of the times, particularly in Europe. I realize that most
people tend to think that all the political unrest took place in America, but I
really think it was on a much smaller scale there than you realize. To be
honest, I don’t think real political change ever took place at all in the United
States. I mean, there were all the protest movements and so on, and I suppose
there was some philosophical change, but in terms of deep political change, I
don’t think it ever really happened.

That’s one of the ironies about all the current nostalgia for the sixties: Although
we seem to believe that those times awakened our best ideals, I'm not convinced
that we’ve carried them over to the present day with any lasting practical
political or social impact.

Nor am 1. On the other hand, one can’t ignore all the social undercur-
rents of the time—how people became more tolerant of certain kinds of ideas
and looks, and how that tended to influence general social thought. For
example, look at the changes in civil rights. It’s just tolerance of other peo-
ple’s ideas and the way they look and think. Perhaps that was the one
political change in the United States that really took hold. It may not be
perfect, but in the area of different minority groups achieving the political
weight they deserve—or in the acceptance of feminist thought—at least
there’s been some improvement. But perhaps none of that alters the political
power structure.

Looking back at the early and mid-sixties, the political climate in both the
United States and Britain seemed relatively liberal—at least, compared with the
political climate in both countries today. Do you think that atmosphere helped
contribute to the sort of cultural explosion that rock & roll became during that
decade?

No, I don’t really think so. By the time the Labour party came into
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power in Britain in 1964, youth culture was already a fait accompli. That is,
youth had already benefited from the prosperous inflationary period of the
early sixties—that whole period of teenage consumerism that Colin MacIn-
nes wrote about in books like Absolute Beginners. I mean, in the early sixties
the cult of youth was already well on its way. In Britain, youth was already
largely economically independent, and it just got more that way as things
went on. So when the Labour government came in, they had no choice but to
run with youth culture as an idea, because they couldn’t afford to put it
down. They wanted to be seen as trendy—all socialist governments want to
be seen as trendy. They want to be seen as the friend of the young, because
the young are the ones that are going to vote for them. You know, [former
prime minister]Harold Wilson used to invite black singers to 10 Downing
Street to try to look trendy.

Meanwhile, the government’s policy really was to stop all this going on,
because youth culture was entrepreneurial—not really socialist at all. Also,
much of what was going on in youth culture wasn’t really considered the nice
thing to do.

At the time, it seemed that if there were any real leaders, they were artists like
the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Did you ever feel that you and the Beatles
were helping to break the culture open?

It was more a sense of sharing a joke that these people were taking it all
so seriously.

To be honest, we never set out to make cultural changes, though as they
were coming, one was dealing with them on a natural basis. We were making
certain statements and so on, but I don’t recall actually intellectualizing those
things—at least early on. Initially, I think the driving force was just to be
famous, get lots of girls, and earn a lot of money. That, and the idea of just
getting our music across as best we could.

And I think that’s perhaps where that attitude of defiance really came
from: those times when you’d come up against somebody who would say,
“No, you can’t do that. You can’t go on television, you can’t do this.” But
that had all been done before, really, back with Elvis on the “Ed Sullivan
Show” and all that. What was happening with us wasn’t anything new.

But nobody had really talked about the idea of Elvis Presley wielding political
power. By the mid-sixties people were talking about artists like the Stones,
Beatles, and Bob Dylan as having genuine political and cultural consequence.

What I'm saying is, I don’t think any of us set out with a political
conscience. I mean, I exclude Dylan, because he definitely had a political
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consciousness. And there might have been a seminal conscience in both our
groups, but I think it really only applied itself to the actual mass culture at
hand. You know, questions like “What do you think of people wearing their
hair long?” or “What do you think about your clothes—aren’t they a bit
scruffy?” That was the real thrust of it all at the beginning. I think it was
more social than it was political. You know, you’d go into a restaurant
without a tie and get thrown out. It was really pathetic.

But wasn’t there something implicitly defiant or contemptuous about the band’s
stance? For example, that famous incident in which the band got arrested for
pissing against a garage.

I didn’t take that as a social event. It was just bullshit, really. And I bet
Andrew Loog Oldham [the Stones’ manager in the sixties] paid ten quid to
the garage man to ring the police [laughs]. That was the level it was on.

Yet with songs like “Satisfaction,” “Mother’s Little Helper,” and “‘19th Nervous
Breakdown,” it certainly seemed that the Rolling Stones had something of their
own to say—something a bit tougher and more questioning than one was
accustomed to hearing in typical songs of teenage love and unrest.

As you got older during that time, you know, you got a bit more
mature. Still, you’ve got to remember that for every one song that took some
serious social view—like, say, “Mother’s Little Helper’—there were loads of
others that were just teenage bullshit. From the Stones, from the Beatles,
from everyone. I mean, perhaps what we did in this period was to enlarge the
subject material of popular music to include topics outside the typical
“moon in June/I've got a new motorbike” teenage genre. We said you can
write a song about anything you want. And that was really a big thing—it’s
certainly one of the big legacies in the songwriting area that we left, along
with other artists.

I guess what I'm saying is that very early on, the Stones—more than the Beatles,
more than Dylan, more than anybody—were viewed as something akin to social
outlaws. One manifestation of that image was the way in which the Stones were
seen as adherents of illicit drugs.

Aldous Huxley and Timothy Leary were the real proselytizers of that. I
don’t recall ever being a proselytizer myself. I don’t ever recall saying, “This is
what I do, and you should do it, too.” ’'m not saying I didn’t privately think
it, but I never was one who went out and actively said anything about it.
Actually, you kind of kept quiet about it, because it was like hip peer-group
behavior that musicians and other artists had indulged in for decades. It
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wasn’t something that you wanted to spread outside. Just the opposite, be-
cause it was your little thing, and your little group of people did it. That was
what made your group different, really, from the rest. You didn’t like the idea
of everyone else doing it. It was just this thing for creative artists.

Still, your audience was certainly hip enough to know what was going on.
Weren’t you concerned about the influence you might have on them?

It was all in the open before you could even think about it. You found
yourself defending it without meaning to. Still, I don’t recall defending it as a
thing that anyone else should do. I might have said something like “Well, it’s
up to me what I want to do,” but that’s different. I still consider that
different. It’s the freedom of choosing your own personal experience, and
these questions of freedom—whether you wanted to take LSD or not go to
Vietnam—were sort of major legal and philosophical points of the time. It
still seems absurd to me now that anybody can actually be put in jail for
smoking marijuana or even selling it. It’s absurd. Certainly this became one
of the major arguments of the time: “This is my body, and you can’t legislate
what I do with it.” Which is true: You can’t. You can’t just pass laws and
enforce them, as far as drugs are concerned. It doesn’t work. It didn’t work
during Prohibition, and it doesn’t work with cocaine.

Looking back, are you unhappy that the Stones became identified by so many
people as standing for drug use?

Yeah, I think it’s very bad. As I say, I don’t remember ever proselytizing
for it myself, though, of course, you were sort of put on the spot to defend
what you did. And you didn’t want to say, “Oh, well, I'll never do it again,”
because that was absurd. So you were seen as detying authority, and in a way,
that was the only stance to be taken. I didn’t see any other stance to take.
What were we going to do? Community service? You know, they weren’t
offering community service—they were offering jail. So, yeah, you got identi-
fied with the drug thing and with being an outlaw.

But I think it became a tremendous bore to everyone in the Rolling
Stones who ever got either arrested or involved with drugs. In Brian Jones’
case it probably contributed to his death. So it was tremendously regretta-
ble—especially the damage it did by persuading people how glamorous it all
was. In reality, it was also detrimental to the work the band was doing. And it
went on and on and on.

Did it ever feel as if the Rolling Stones might not survive that particular passage?
Oh, yeah. Several times. Because you had to spend so much time de-
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fending yourself. In a way it was like being Lenny Bruce: He was a wonderful
comedian, but he spent so much time defending himself every time he said
“fuck” that he was never funny anymore.

You might get different answers from different people in the band, but
if I remember right, it was not the intention of the Rolling Stones to become
drug-user outlaws. It was a real drawback as far as creativity went. And it
went on until 1977, with Keith’s bust in Toronto.

All those things affected the band and gave us this image of being like a
real bunch of outlaw dope fiends—which was to a certain extent, I suppose,
true. But it was also imposed, somewhat. Because I think the original intent
was just to do what one did and not make an issue of it.

There were other ways, though, in which the Stones came to be seen as advocates
of evil. One of the more famous examples is your song “Sympathy for the Devil,”
which some fans saw as a delightful outright alliance with Satan and all that he
represents. I wondered, though, if you actually intended the song more as a
comment on the nature of personal evil—you know, the idea that if there’s any
devil in this world, it’s the devil that lives inside each of us. In other words, it
isn’t Satan who ruins the world, but you and me.

Well, I don’t want to start explaining my old songs, because I think it’s
much more pleasurable for people to have their own interpretation of a song
or novel or film or so on. I don’t think authors want to go around pointing
out what people have taken wrong, so 'm not going to do any explaining,
except to say that your point of view seems a pretty valid one to me [laughs].

You’ve obviously been thinking about “Sympathy for the Devil,” and
you got it right. More or less. But if some people want to take these things
literally—I mean, if they only want to look at them on one level—well, that’s
fine, you know. It’s just schoolmarmy for me to say you've got to look
underneath the surface. If people want to take it literally, they take it literally.

But was it ever troubling that some people saw the Stones as some sort of devil
worshipers?

I thought it was a really odd thing, because it was only one song, after
all. It wasn’t like it was a whole album, with lots of signs on the back—you
know, sort of occult signs. It was only one song, and people seemed to very
much embrace the image so readily, which has carried all the way over to
heavy-metal bands today. There’s a huge following for all these hocus-pocus
bands, so obviously the subject has a vast commercial potential. But I should
say here, we did not set out to make such a commercially exploitable thing
out of the idea.
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Perhaps what made the topic so potent is that it hadn’t been addressed that way
in popular music before. Also, you didn’t treat the idea as if it were hocus-pocus.
You seemed to take your subject seriously.

Well, for the duration of the song. That’s what those things are about.
It’s like acting in a movie: You try to act out the scene as believably as
possible, whether you believe it or not. That’s called good acting. You have to
remember, when somebody writes a song, it’s not entirely autobiographical. I
suppose it’s a natural assumption that when somebody sees a songwriter like,
say, Lou Reed or myself talking directly to an audience, that we’re somehow
relating a personal experience or view. And while I think that personal
experience is a wonderful thing to build a song on, I also like to embellish
personal experience with imagination. Like most writers do. The thing is,
people want to believe. If they believe it, then great. If you are writing a novel,
and somebody believes that you know the subject, then it’s all the better for
you. Because that’s what you’re trying to achieve.

What if what they believe is something troubling—something that could have a
damaging influence?

Well, you’ve got to be careful. If you’re doing a song that says heroin is
great . . . I can’t remember what Lou Reed’s “Heroin” is about, to be
honest.

The song doesn’t proselytize for heroin—it simply depicts what the drug is like.
It’s certainly not a celebration.

But you know what I mean. People don’t listen to that. They go, “Yeah,
heroin—great!” But “Sympathy for the Devil” was pretty . . . ah, well, it’s
just one song, as I said. Hell, you know, I never really did the subject to
death. But I did have to back off a little, because I could see what was
happening. It’s an easily exploitable image, and people really went for it in a
big way. And I backed off, because I didn’t want to go down that way—you
know, have people thinking that was my thing. I wanted to have other
subjects and other roles, and you get typecast in there if you don’t watch it. I
mean, the Rolling Stones were very typecast from early on in a way, with all
the things we’ve talked about. Myself, I was always typecast as rebellious and
so on. It was very difficult to come out with any other image, or when you
did, you were ignored by the media.

Another song that seemed to find the Stones siding with transgressors was
“Street Fighting Man.” In a period when bands like the Beatles were carefully
aligning themselves with the nonviolent factions of the anti-war movement, the
Stones seemed more inclined to consider the notion of violent revolution.
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Just the opposite. I don’t think violence is necessary in this society to
bring about political change. I was never supportive of the Weathermen or
anything like that. I never believed that the violent course was necessary for
our society. For other societies perhaps, but in ours, it’s totally unnecessary.
It’s just morally reprehensible. And that’s what I’'m saying in that song, really.
However romantic the notion of manning the barricades may seem . . . I
mean, that romantic ideal actually brought down a government very close to
here—the de Gaulle government in France. And in America, you had the
rioting at the Democratic convention in the same year. So there was a lot of
street violence going on, for very ill-defined reasons. I'm not quite sure what
all that was really about, when you think about it now. I mean, the Vietnam
War was somewhat a part of it, but was that the reason for the Paris riots? It’s
very hard to put your finger on what it was all about. It was a violent period.

It didn’t seem to have a lot of point to it. There was no great cause that was
felt.

Well, as you say, in America we had the Vietnam War to oppose.

You had the war. But there were other things to revolt against, weren’t
there? When you actually look back on it, it’s very hard to pin down what
these causes were. Now maybe you’ll get a lot of letters saying, “Mick Jagger
doesn’t remember. We were fighting for a lot of things—for the rights of
minorities, to end poverty, and so on.” And that’s all certainly worth fighting
for. But it’s got to be said: There were a lot of people who wanted violence for
its own sake. And in every crowd, these people tended to be the most loud-
mouthed. You have to remember violence is the most exciting thing that ever
happened to some people.

But this whole issue of violence seems indivisible from the Rolling Stones’ image.
In fact, to some people, it was synonymous with the band. You said it yourself,
that violence is exciting for some people. Was it ever troubling to you that this
was the image that many people had of the Stones? Or did it help energize your
performances? _

Isa . . . it's a very difficult question. I mean, I don’t know what to
say. [ Pauses.] The best rock & roll music encapsulates a certain high energy—
an angriness—whether on record or onstage. That is, rock & roll is only rock
& roll if it’s not safe. You know, one of the things I hate is what rock & roll
has become in a lot of people’s hands: a safe, viable vehicle for pop. Oh, it’s
inevitable, I suppose, but I don’t like that sort of music. It’s like, rock &
roll—the best kind, that is, the real thing—is always brash. That’s the reason
for punk. I mean, what was punk about? Violence and energy—and that’s
really what rock & roll’s all about.
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And so it’s inevitable that the audience is stirred by the anger they feel.
That’s probably one of the ideas. Now, if that anger spills out into the street,
that’s not funny for people. But if it’s contained within a theater and a few
chairs get broken, my opinion at the time—and my opinion now—is, well, so
what?

But the truth is, I don’t like to see people getting hurt. At early concerts
we did, the police used to . . . I remember vividly the first time we played
Memphis. Little girls would be standing up taking pictures, and the police
would come down front and bang—these girls would get hit over the head
with a billy club. And the same happened in Europe, in Germany and Hol-
land—this gratuitous violence from the police or the bouncers or whoever
they were, the people there with the muscle. And the audiences were often
provoked by that more—that the authorities were creating these confronta-
tions. Because otherwise, nothing much really happens at rock shows. I
mean, you get a few kids onstage. But when they start to put huge flanks of
police or private security in there, with the sole idea of showing how butch
they are—the classic case being Altamont—then there’s trouble.

Anyway, it’s never been my intention to encourage people to get hurt.
In fact, we used to always stop in the middle of a number if we saw someone
getting hurt. I remember doing that many times. And yes, sometimes it got
out of hand.

Well, it doesn’t really happen anymore.

Perhaps the most famous instance of it getting out of hand, as you mentioned,
was at Altamont. Over the years many people have asserted that the violence
that occurred on that day was somehow a consequence of the dark imagery the
band had been flirting with all along. Looking back, does that seem like a fair
accusation?

It’s not fair. It’s ridiculous. I mean, to me that is the most ridiculous
journalistic contrivance I ever heard. I disagreed with Jann Wenner at the
time. [ still disagree with him. I don’t think he was at the concert. I don’t
think any of the writers who wrote about it so fully were ever there. Everyone
who lived in San Francisco—including a lot of those people who wrote about
Altamont—knew that a lot of concerts had gone on with all these same
organizers, with the Hell’s Angels. It had simply happened a lot in San
Francisco. And it may sound like an excuse, but we believed—however
naively—that this show could be organized by those San Francisco people
who’d had experience with this sort of thing. It was just an established ritual,
this concert-giving thing in the Bay Area. And just because it got out of hand,
we got the blame. Well, I think that was passing the buck, because those
writers who were there knew we didn’t organize the concert. I mean, we did
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not organize it. Perhaps we should have—that’s another question. In fact, that
was one of the lessons well learned.

But at the time, I naively thought that these people in San Francisco
were the most organized people, because at that time they had a lot going for
them, a lot of respect. And I went along with it. If I'd known it was going to
be what it was, obviously I wouldn’t have done it. It was foolish of me to be
so naive, but we were still living at the end of the “everyone’s together and
lovable” era, and San Francisco was supposed to be the center of it all. That’s
one of the reasons we did the concert there.

So I don’t buy all that other bullshit. I mean, that’s an excuse made by
the people in San Francisco. And I don’t like when they completely put the
blame on us. Some of it, yeah. But not all of it.

In their recent books about the Rolling Stones, Philip Norman and Stanley
Booth—
God bless them both.

Both authors have claimed that after Altamont, the Rolling Stones were never
quite the same—that the group was never quite as willing to invoke violence in
its music, or even face tough issues, except in largely superficial ways.

I don’t know. I mean, it sounds really good in a book, you know, to
have, like, this great claim: “And that was the end of the era.” It’s all so
wonderfully convenient.

But, you know, it did teach me a lesson. The lesson is that you can’t do a
large show without, um, control.

But as to violence and so on . . . well, we did a song on the last album
that’s quite violent [“One Hit to the Body”], and I don’t think . . . well,
maybe. | mean, you can postulate all you want about what happened on that
day. I don’t know. I felt very upset. And I was very sad about the violence, the
guy that died and the Hell’s Angels behaving the way they did. It was awful. It
was a horrible thing to go through. I hated it. And the audience had a hard
time. It was a lesson that we all learned. It was a horrible experience—not so
much for me as for the people that suffered. I had a pretty easy ride, you
know—1I was lucky. There’s no doubt that it did leave . . . a regret. And it
left things at a very low ebb at the end of what was otherwise a very successful
tour—in fact, the first major arena tour.

So, I don’t know—I’m not the one to make the judgment, except to say
I think it’s a bit convenient when you’re writing a book. I mean, this notion
of “the end of the sixties”—it’s just too good to be true. I mean, things aren’t
quite as simple as that. But it was . . . it was . . . an experience.
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Let’s move ahead a couple of years, to the time that you recorded Exile on Main
Street—an album that many critics now regard as the Rolling Stones’ finest
work.

I don’t.

You don’t?

No. It’s a wonderful record, but I wouldn’t consider it the finest of the
Rolling Stones’ work. I think that Beggars Banquet and Let It Bleed were
better records. They’re more compressed. You know, when you put a double
album out, there’s always going to be something that could have been left off
and would have made it maybe better.

But, you know, Exile . . . its reputation just seems bigger now than it
was back then. I remember it didn’t really sell well at the time, and there was
only one single off it. And we were still in this phase where we weren’t really
commercially minded; we weren’t trying to exploit or wring dry the record
like one would do now, with a lot of singles. I mean, we weren’t really
looking at the financial and commercial aspects of it.

But the truth is, it wasn’t a huge success at the time. It wasn’t even
critically well received. I think if you go back and look at the reviews, you’ll
see I'm right. It mostly got very indifferent reviews. And I love it now when
all these critics say it was the most wonderful thing, because it’s a lot of those
same guys who, at the time, said it was crap! Anyway, I think Exile lacked a
bit of definition. I'm being supercritical, I know, but the record lacks a little
focus.

But that’s part of what seems to lend the record its force. It seems like a work of
world-weariness—the work that results from a time of disillusion. In that sense,
it also seems a bit of a definitive seventies work.

Is it? I don’t know what the seventies is really all about. Spandex
trousers, isn’t it? And, you know, funny clothes? I think Exile was a hangover
from the end of the sixties.

Were the seventies a harder time to be inspired?

Well, judging from the records, perhaps they were. I mean, at the time I
felt I was just carrying on, but . . . well, it’s a long way from Exile to
“Angie.” I don’t think that one would’ve gone on Exile. The Rolling Stones is
just a straight-ahead rock & roll band.

Do you consider that a limitation?
Yes, it is limiting, but I like the limitation of that. That’s fine.






the
legacy of
jJim morrison
and

the doors

7 early twenty-five years ago, in the middle of a season in which rock &
! Lroll was seeking to define itself as the binding force of a new youth
community, the Doors became the houseband for an American apocalypse
that wasn’t even yet upon us. Indeed, the Los Angeles—based quartet’s stun-
ning and rousing debut LP, The Doors, flew in the face of rock’s new emerging
positivist ethos, and in effect helped form the basis for an argument that
persists until the present day in popular music. Whereas groups like the
Beatles or the many bands emerging from the Bay Area scene were earnestly
touting a fusion of music, drugs, and idealism that they hoped would re-
form—and redeem—a troubled age, the Doors had fashioned an album that
looked at prospects of hedonism and violence, of revolt and chaos, and
embraced those prospects unflinchingly. Clearly, the Doors—in particular
the group’s thin, darkly handsome lead singer, Jim Morrison—understood a
truth about their age that many other pop artists did not understand: that
these were dangerous times—and dangerous not only because youth culture
was under fire for breaking away from established conventions and aspira-
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tions. On some level, Morrison realized that the danger was also internal, that
the “love generation” was hardly without its own dark impulses. In fact,
Morrison seemed to understand that any generation so bound on giving itself
permission to go as far as it could was also giving itself a permission for
destruction, and he seemed to gain both delight and license from that under-
standing.

Consequently, in those moments toward the end of the Doors’ experi-
mental Oedipal mini-opera, “The End,” when Morrison sang about wanting
to kill his father and fuck his mother, he managed to take a somewhat silly
notion of outrage and make it sound convincing, even somehow just. More
than the songs of Bob Dylan or the Rolling Stones, Morrison’s lyrics were a
recognition that an older generation had betrayed its children, and that this
betrayal called for a bitter payback. Little wonder, then, that the Doors’ music
(in particular, “The End”) became such a meaningful favorite among the
American youth fighting in Vietnam, in a war where children had been sent to
kill or die for an older generation’s frightened ideals. Other groups were
trying to prepare their audience for a world of hope and peace; the Doors,
meanwhile, were making music for a ravenous and murderous time, and at
the group’s best, the effect was thoroughly scary, and thoroughly exhilarating.

Now, a generation later—in a time when, at home, anti-drug and anti-
obscenity sentiments have reached a fever pitch, and when, abroad, the
Doors’ music is once again among the favored choices of young Americans
fighting in the Gulf War—Jim Morrison seems more heroic to many pop fans
than ever before. Indeed, a film like Oliver Stone’s The Doors—which is the
most ambitious, epic-minded movie yet produced about rock culture and its
discontents—can even make it seem that the band, in a dark way, has won its
argument with cultural history. But back in the midst of the late 1960s, it
seemed rather different. To many observers, it appeared that the group had
pretty much shot its vision on its first album. By the time of the Doors’
second LP, Strange Days (October 1967), the music had lost much of its
edginess—the sense of rapacity, of persistent momentum, that had made the
previous album seem so undeniable—and in contrast to the atmosphere of
aggression or dread that Morrison’s earlier lyrics had made palpable, the new
songs tended too often to the merely melodramatic (““Strange Days”), or to
flat-out pretension (“Horse Latitudes”). It was as if a musical vision that, only
a few months earlier, had seemed shockingly original and urgent had turned
flatly morbid, even parodic.

In addition, Morrison himself was already deeply caught up in the
patterns of drug and alcohol abuse and public misbehavior that would even-
tually prove so ruinous to him, his band, his friends, and his family. Some of
this behavior, of course, was simply expected of the new breed of rock hero:
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In the context of the late 1960s and its generational schisms, youth stars often
made a point of flaunting their drug use, or of flouting mainstream or
authoritarian morality. Sometimes, this impudence was merely showy or
naive, though on certain other occasions—such as the December 1967 inci-
dent in which Morrison was arrested after publicly castigating police officers
for their backstage brutality at a New Haven concert—these gestures of
defiance helped embolden the rock audience’s emerging political sensibility.
More often than not, though, Morrison’s unruliness wasn’t so much a gesture
of countercultural bravado as it was simply a sign of the singer’s own raging
hubris and out-of-control dissipation.

In other words, something far darker than artistic or political ambition
fueled Jim Morrison’s appetite for disruption, and in March 1969, at an
infamous concert in Miami, this sad truth came across with disastrous results.
In the current film version of this incident, Oliver Stone portrays the concert
as part pageant and part travesty, and while it was perhaps a bit of both, most
firsthand accounts have described the show as simply a pathetic, confusing
mess. The Doors had been scheduled to perform at 10 p.m., but had been
delayed nearly an hour due to a dispute with the show’s promoters. By the
time the group arrived onstage, Morrison was already inebriated, and contin-
ued to hold up the performance while he solicited the audience for something
more to drink. A quarter-hour later, after the music started, Morrison would
halt songs in mid-performance and wander about the stage, berating the
audience to commit revolution and to love him. At one point during the
evening, he pulled on the front of his weatherworn leather jeans and threat-
ened to produce his penis for the crowd’s perusal. (Oddly enough, though
more than twenty years have passed, and more than ten thousand people
witnessed Morrison’s performance—including band members and police
officers onstage—it has never been clearly determined whether Morrison
actually succeeded in exposing himself that night.) Finally, toward the end of
the show, Morrison hounded audience members into swarming onstage with
him, and the concert ended in an easy version of the chaos to which the singer
had long professed to aspire.

At the time, the event seemed more embarrassing than outrageous, but
within days, the Miami Herald and some political-minded city and legal
officials had inflated the pitiable debacle into a serious affront on Miami and
the nation’s moral welfare; in addition, Morrison himself was sized up as a
foul embodiment of youth’s supreme indecency. The Doors’ nationwide
schedule ground to an immediate halt, and in effect, the band’s touring days
were finished. Amid all the hoopla that would follow—the public debate,
Miami’s shameful trial for obscenity—almost nobody saw Morrison’s gesture
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that evening for what it truly was: the act of a man who had lost faith in his
art, himself, and his relation to the world around him. On that fateful evening
in Miami, Jim Morrison no longer knew what his audience wanted from him,
or what he wanted from himself for that matter, and so he offered up his most
obvious totem of love and pride, as if it were the true source of his worth. The
Doors’ lead singer—who only two years before had been one of rock’s
smartest, scariest, and sexiest heroes—was now a heartrending alcoholic and
clownish jerk. He needed help; he did not merit cheap veneration, and he
certainly did not deserve the horrid, moralistic-minded brand of jailhouse
punishment that the State of Florida hoped to impose on him.

Of course, Morrison never received—or at least never accepted—the
help that might have saved him. By 1970, the Doors were a show-business
enterprise with contracts and debts, and these obligations had been severely
deepened by Morrison’s Miami antics. To meet its obligations, the band
would produce five albums over the next two years, including two of the
group’s most satisfying studio efforts, Morrison Hotel and L.A. Woman: sur-
prisingly authoritative, blues-steeped works that showed Morrison settling
into a new, lusty, dark-humored vocal and lyrical sensibility. But if Morrison
had finally grown comfortable with the idea of rock & roll-for-its-own-sake,
he also realized that he no longer had much of consequence he wanted to say
in that medium—or at least nothing he cared to say in the context of the
Doors.

In March 1971, Morrison took a leave of absence from the Doors, and
along with his common-law wife, Pamela Courson, moved to Paris, ostensibly
to distance himself from the physical and spiritual rigors of rock & roll, and to
regenerate his vocation as a modern poet. Perhaps in time he might have
come to a compassionate wisdom about what he and his generation had
experienced in the last few years, as the idealism of the 1960s had finally given
way to a deflating sense of fear and futility. (Certainly there were glimmers in
Morrison’s last few interviews that he had begun to acquire some valuable
insight about the reasons and sources for his—and his culture’s—bouts of
excess.) As it turned out, Morrison simply continued to drink in a desolating
way, and according to some witnesses, he sometimes lapsed into depression
over his inability to reinvoke his poetic muse, taking instead to writing suicide
notes.

Finally, at five in the morning on July 4, 1971, Pamela Courson found
Morrison slumped in the bathtub of their Paris flat, a sweet, still grin on his
face. At first, Courson thought he was playing a death-game with her. On this
dark morning, though, Morrison was playing no game. His skin was cold to
his wife’s touch. Jim Morrison had died of heart failure, at age twenty-seven,
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smiling into the face of a slow-coming abyss that, long before, he had decided
was the most beautiful and comforting certainty of his life.

IN ITIALLY, Morrison’s death seemed to be the end for the Doors. In fact,
the rock community accepted the news of his passing with a sad sense of logic.
The year before, Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin had died as well, also of causes
brought on by the use of alcohol or drugs. Now, Morrison’s death—which
had been more clearly foreseeable—made plain that young fatalities were
likely to be one of the more frequent costs of rock heroism, that today’s
brightest prodigy might simply be tomorrow’s next likely flameout. Though
the surviving Doors—keyboardist Ray Manzarek, drummer John Densmore,
and guitarist Robby Krieger—went on to make two trio albums under the
band’s name, they could never really rebound from Morrison’s death. If, in
some ways, Morrison had turned out to be the band’s most troubling and
limiting factor, he had also been the group’s central claim to an identity or
purpose, and without him, the Doors weren’t even a notable name.

Today, though, over twenty years after Morrison’s death, the Doors
enjoy a renewed popularity that shows no signs of abating—a popularity that,
in fact, might have proved far more elusive had Morrison survived and
returned to the group. The roots for this renewal trace back to the mid- and
late 1970s, and to the issues surrounding the advent of the punk movement.
By 1976, many younger rock & roll fans and musicians began to feel that the
pop world had lost touch with its sense of daring, that much of the music of
the 1970s, and the work of the surviving mainstays of the 1960s, had grown
too timid in content, and too obsessed with privilege and distance. As punk
rose, it brought with it a reevaluation of rock history, and as a result, some of
the tougher-minded bands of the late 1960s—such as the Doors, Velvet
Underground, MC5, and the Stooges, all of whom had explored some decid-
edly difficult and often unpopular themes during their short-lived careers—
enjoyed a new currency that transformed them into some of American rock’s
more enduring and pervasive influences.

The Doors’ revival was also helped along by Francis Coppola’s use of the
band’s music in his film, Apocalypse Now. Watching Coppola’s repellently
beautiful immolation of the Vietnamese jungles by napalm, accompanied
onscreen by Jim Morrison intoning “The End,” made vividly plain that the
best of the Doors’ music had, all along, been a brilliant and irrefutable
soundtrack to one of the more notorious examples of modern-day hell. And
finally, the Doors’ comeback owes a great debt to No One Here Gets Out Alive,



Q7
night beat

Jerry Hopkins and Danny Sugarman’s highly sensationalistic (and probably
frighteningly accurate) account of Morrison’s life and death. The book’s
excitable chief theme (a theme that has been appropriated and advanced by
Oliver Stone in his film) is that “Jim Morrison was a god,” a dark-tempered,
visionary poet who was also a heroic example of the wisdom that can be
found by living a life of relentless excesses.

In other words, Jim Morrison has gradually been rehabilitated into one
of the more indelible, widely revered heroes of the 1960s, or of rock & roll
history at large for that matter. In part, this has happened because several of
the people involved in this curious reclamation have a stake in redeeming
Morrison’s legacy, and because they have found that there is still a consider-
able career to be made in perpetuating his and the Doors history. But what is
perhaps more interesting is to ask why Morrison’s revival has played so well
and so consistently with the modern rock audience of the last decade or so. In
other words, what does a contemporary rock audience find in Morrison, or
need from him, that cannot be found in the musicians of its own generation?
After all, we are told repeatedly that this is a more conservative era, and that
in particular, today’s youth is far more conservative than the youth of the
1960s. If that’s the case, why does such a large young audience continue to
revere an artist that appeared to be so radically hedonistic (even nihilistic) in
his outlook?

The truth is, Jim Morrison is an ideal radical hero for a conservative era.
Though he may have lived a life of defiance and rebellion, it was not a
defiance rooted in any clear ideology or political vision, unlike, for example,
the brand of rebellion that John Lennon would come to aspire to. Morrison’s
defiance had deep personal sources—it derived from a childhood spent in a
family with a militaristic and authoritarian disposition. As such, Morrison’s
mode of insurrection was hardly insignificant or without merit; indeed, it was
often wielded as a badge of hard-won courage, and that courage is partly what
today’s audience recognizes and loves about him.

But Morrison’s defiance also often took the form of outright disre-
gard—an unconcern for how his impulses and temper could cause damage
not only to uptight moralists, but to the people who loved and depended on
him most. In short, Morrison committed his outrages and cultivated his
hedonism in sometimes remarkably conscienceless ways, and unfortunately,
this habit may also be part of what many rock fans admire or seek to emulate
about him. In a time when some pop stars try to engage their audience in
various humanitarian and political causes, and in a time when numerous role
models and authority figures advise the young to make a virtue of modesty or
abstinence, there are numerous fans who are unmoved by these admonitions.
A few artists, such as Guns n’ Roses [or, in 1997, Marilyn Manson], are seen
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to live out this bravado for today’s defiant types, but none, of course, have
lived it out quite as effectively as Jim Morrison, who was fond of telling his
audience: “I don’t know about you, but I intend to have my kicks before the
whole fucking shithouse explodes.” It isn’t so much a radical message, since
radicalism aims to change something beyond the domain of the self. In a
sense, it’s simply a dark extension of the philosophy of self-regard that
became so indelibly identified with the Reagan-Bush era.

But the costs of this bravado can be sizable, and it would be nice if the
custodians of Morrison and the Doors’ history were more scrupulous about
how they portray the nobility of his excesses or the fascination of his death.
But then, the myth of a young poet and libertine who sought to test the
bounds of cultural freedom and personal license; and who suffered the mis-
understanding of not merely established American culture, but of family,
friends, and rock culture as well; and who died because he just could not
reach far enough or be loved deservedly enough, is probably too good, and
too damn lucrative, for any biographer to resist romanticizing or exploiting.

After all, in some ways death is the perfect preserving element of Morri-
son’s legacy. It has the twofold advantage of having halted the singer’s decline
before he might have gone on to even worse behavior or art, and to a large
degree it also helped absolve him for the failures of his last few years. It’s
almost as if, somewhere, somehow, a macabre deal were struck: If Morrison
would simply have the good grace to die, then we would remember him as a
young, fit, handsome poet; we would forgive him his acts of disregard and
cruelty and drunkenness, and recall him less as a stumblebum sociopath and
more as a probing mystic-visionary. Plus, there’s a certain vicarious satisfac-
tion to be found in his end. If you like, you can admire the spirit of someone
who lived life and pursued death to the fullest, without having to emulate that
commitment yourself. Which is to say, Morrison has saved his less nervy (and
smarter) fans the trouble of their own willful self-negation.

And so Jim Morrison died, and then, with the help of former friends,
band members, and biographers, pulled off the perfect comeback: the sort of
comeback in which the singer and his band might never disappoint our
renewed faith, because there would be no new music, no new art, no new
statements to test their continued growth or our continuing perceptiveness.
In short, it was a comeback in which Morrison would be eternally heroic,
eternally loved, and eternally marketable.

Of course, it’s probably a bit graceless to beat up too much on a dead
man—especially one who already beat up on himself plenty during life. And
s0, let’s allow Jim Morrison his posthumous victory: If, in some regards, he
was perhaps just a bit too mean-spirited or selfish to be an easy hero of the















lou reed:
darkness

and love

Lou Reed is the guy that gave dignity and poetry and rock
n’ roll to smack, speed, homosexuality, sadomasochism,
murder, misogyny, stumblebum passivity, and suicide, and
then proceeded to belie all his achievements and return to
the mire by turning the whole thing into a bad joke.
LESTER BANGS
WRITING IN SCREEM

I met myself in a dream
And I just want to tell you, everything was all right.
LOU REED
“'BEGINNING TO SEE THE LIGHT"'

g eated in the dusky shadows of a San Francisco Chinatown bar, his face lit
./ by the glow of a trashy table lamp, Lou Reed looks like an artful compos-
ite of the mordant characters who stalk his songs. His thick, pale fingers
tremble a lot, and his sallow face, masked with a poised, distant expression,
looks worn. But behind that lurid veil lurks a sharp, fitful psyche, and with
several ounces of bourbon stoking its fire, it can be virulent.

Lou has been ranting for almost an hour about his latest album, Take
No Prisoners, a crotchety, double live set hailed by some critics as his bravest
work yet, and by others as his silliest. He seems anxious for me to share his
conviction that it’s the zenith of his recording career—something I can’t
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bring myself to do. Instead, I mention that the record might alienate even
some of Reed’s staunchest defenders. Instantly, his flickering brown eyes
taper into bellicose slits. “Are you telling me,” he snarls, “that you think Take
No Prisoners is just another Metal Machine Music?”

Then, as quickly as he flared, Reed relaxes and flourishes a roguish
smile. “It’s funny,” he says, “but whenever I ask anyone what they think of
this record, they say, ‘Well, I love it, but I'm a little worried about what other
people will think.” Except one friend. He told me he thought it was very
manly. That’s admirable. It’s like the military maxim the title comes from:
‘Give no quarter, take no prisoners.” I wanted to make a record that wouldn’t
give an inch. If anything, it would push the world back just an inch or two. If
Metal Machine Music was just a memo note, Take No Prisoners is the letter
that should’ve gone with it.

“You may find this funny, but I think of it as a contemporary urban-
blues album. After all, that’s what I write—tales of the city. And if I dropped
dead tomorrow, this is the record I'd choose for posterity. It’s not only the
smartest thing I’ve ever done, it’s also as close to Lou Reed as you’re probably
going to get, for better or worse.”

He has a point. Take No Prisoners is brutal, coarse, and indulgent—the
kind of album that radio stations and record buyers love to ignore (it hasn’t
even nicked Billboard’s Top 200). Which is a shame, because it’s also one of
the funniest live albums ever recorded. The songs (a potpourri of Reed’s best
known, including “Sweet Jane” and “Walk on the Wild Side”) serve merely as
backdrops for Lou’s dark-humored, Lenny Bruce-like monologues. At one
point, responding to somebody in the audience who objects to one of his
many ethnic slurs, Lou snaps, “So what’s wrong with cheap, dirty jokes? Fuck
you. I never said I was tasteful. ’'m not tasteful.”

But the record’s real bounty is its formidable last side, featuring petri-
fying versions of “Coney Island Baby” and “Street Hassle”—the definitive
accounts of Reed’s classic pariah angel in search of glut and redemption.
“Street Hassle,” in particular, is the apotheosis of Lou’s callous brand of rock
& roll. The original recording, a three-part vignette laced beguilingly with a
cello phrase that turns into a murky requiem on guitar, was Reed’s most
disturbing song since “Heroin.” The new, live version of “Street Hassle” is an
even more credible descent into the dark musings of a malignant psychology,
littered with mercenary sex and heroin casualties, and narrated by a jaded
junkie who undergoes a catharsis at the end.

Lou Reed doesn’t just write about squalid characters, he allows them to
leer and breathe in their own voices, and he colors familiar landscapes
through their own eyes. In the process, Reed has created a body of music that
comes as close to disclosing the parameters of human loss and recovery as
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we’re likely to find. That qualifies him, in my opinion, as one of the few real
heroes rock & roll has raised.

That is, if you’re willing to allow your heroes a certain latitude for
grimness. Long before the Velvet Underground, Lou Reed had begun prepar-
ing for a career as a hard-boiled outsider. When he was in high school, his
mood swings and headlong dives into depression became so frequent that his
parents committed him to electroshock therapy (an experience he later
chronicled bitterly in a song called “Kill Your Sons”). Another time, during
his student days at New York’s Syracuse University, Reed reneged on his
ROTC commitment by pointing an unloaded pistol at the head of his com-
manding officer.

After Syracuse (where, in his more stable moments, Reed studied po-
etry with Delmore Schwartz, a popular poet of the 1940s), Lou took a job as a
songwriter and singer at Pickwick Records on Long Island. While there, he
recorded mostly ersatz surf and Motown rock under a multitude of names,
and met John Cale, a classically trained musician with avant-garde leanings.
In 1965, Reed and Cale formed the Warlocks, with Sterling Morrison, an old
Syracuse pal of Lou’s, on guitar and Maureen Tucker on drums. The group
was renamed the Falling Spikes and then the Velvet Underground, after the
title of a porn paperback about sadomasochism.

In the context of the late-sixties hippie/Samaritan rock scene, the group
seemed, to many observers, positively malignant. “I remember,” says Reed,
“reading descriptions of us as the ‘fetid underbelly of urban existence.” All I
wanted to do was write songs that somebody like me could relate to. I got off
on the Beatles and all that stuff, but why not have a little something on the
side for the kids in the back row? At the worst, we were like antedated realists.
At the best, we just hit a little more home than some things.”

In the case of the Velvet Underground’s first album, nominally pro-
duced by Andy Warhol, that viewpoint was presented as a remarkably rip-
ened and self-contained group persona. Songs like “I'm Waiting for the
Man,” “Run, Run, Run,” and “Heroin” depict a leering, gritty vision of
urban life that, until the Velvets, had rarely been alluded to—much less
exalted—in popular music.

The Velvet Underground, of course, would go on to have a profound—
probably incalculable—impact on modern popular music. Indeed, next to
the Beatles, Bob Dylan, or the Rolling Stones, the Velvets were one of the
most influential white rock forces of the 1960s. David Bowie, Mott the
Hoople, the New York Dolls, Elliott Murphy, Roxy Music, Brian Eno, Patti
Smith, the Sex Pistols, Television, Joy Division, Jim Carroll, R.E.M., and
countless others would borrow from and extend the Velvet Underground’s
sound and vision, though none of them would ever fully match the original
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group’s inventive depths and astonishing courage. The band’s first three
albums, The Velvet Underground and Nico (1967), White Light/White Heat
(1968), and The Velvet Underground (1969) are works that stand strongly
alongside Revolver, Beggar’s Banquet, Let It Bleed, Blonde on Blonde, and John
Wesley Harding as some of the most intelligent and illuminating music of the
era.

But back in the milieu of the often skin-deep positivism and florid
experimentalism of the late 1960s, the Velvet Underground’s unswerving
hardbitten temper, dissolute romanticism, and abrasive improvisations were,
as Reed noted, viewed as “downer” elements, and the group itself was seen as
a pack of sick party spoilers. I remember that several of my friends during
that period—who shared my love for rock & roll—wouldn’t stay in the same
room when a Velvet Underground record hit the stereo. (One friend even
scratched up the song “Heroin” because of what he termed its “counterrevo-
lutionary nihilism.”)

+ All together, the Velvets’ catalog would sell something less than 50,000
copies during the time the band was together.

o0

BY THE VELVETS' fourth album, 1970’s Loaded, financial problems and
lack of recognition prompted Reed to quit the band. He embarked on a solo
career that became so spotty it seemed irreconcilable with the promise of his
earlier work. After finally achieving commercial success in 1972 with “Walk
on the Wild Side” (from Transformer, coproduced by David Bowie), Reed
immediately began to test his audience’s endurance. First he grilled them
with the much-maligned Berlin narrative, then later with Metal Machine
Music. In between, there were the hits, Rock 'n’ Roll Animal and Sally Can’t
Dance (the latter actually went Top 10), records he now denounces as trivial,
commercial contrivances.

Then, in 1976, after a brief, tempestuous marriage (the fodder for
Berlin) and increasingly strained relationships with his manager and pro-
ducer—brothers Dennis and Steve Katz—Reed rebounded. He disengaged
himself from Dennis Katz, assembled a stoical, one-shot band, and recorded
Coney Island Baby, his most personal set of songs since his days with the
Velvets. Following that, he left RCA Records for Arista and last year delivered
Street Hassle—a jolting statement of self-affirmation—and now is about to
release The Bells, which he thinks will surpass Take No Prisoners and which
features a few songs cowritten with Nils Lofgren. It would seem that Reed’s
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gifts of vision and expression are fully revivified and newly honed to a lethal
edge.

Sitting in the bar, as a last flush of rain washes away the daylight
outside, I figure both of us have had enough to drink for me to ask about
where those lost years went. As a way of broaching the subject, I quote a
passage from Rolling Stone’s review of Street Hassle, in which Tom Carson
describes Reed’s decline as a degeneration into “a crude, death-trip clown.”
It sobers Reed right up. He smiles grimly and glances around the room.
“That’s not for me to comment on, is it? Obviously it’s someone else’s
construction.”

After a taut moment, he reconsiders. “Let me tell you a little story,” he
says. “It comes from a collection of personal prose that my friend, the late
poet Delmore Schwartz, wrote, called Vaudeville for a Princess. In this one
chapter he’s talking about driving a car, and how as a youngster he had
driven one as contemporary as he was; in other words, the year he was
driving it was the year of the car’s model. Subsequently, as he got older and
fortune, perhaps, didn’t smile upon him as he wished it would, the car he
would drive was not at all of the same year as he was driving it, but it would
be older—five, ten years older. Eventually, we get around to a time fifteen
years later and he felt he was making progress because the car he was driving
was only two years older than the year in which he was driving it. As a slight
tangent, he makes mention not to mock him over this because he, too, has
seen visions of glory and ticker-tape parades in New York City. Anyway, he’s
now at last out driving this car that’s almost contemporary with his time, so
he’s obviously progressing. But he observes that nobody is with him to take
note of the event, because he didn’t have a license and his erratic driving
reflected the fact that ‘life, as I had come to know it, had made me nervous.” ”

Lou pauses and smiles curtly. “Life, as I had come to know it, had made
me nervous. I’ve probably had more of a chance to make an asshole out of
myself than most people, and I realize that. But then not everybody gets a
chance to live out their nightmares for the vicarious pleasures of the public.”

EARLIER IN OUR conversations, during the tour that spawned Take No
Prisoners, Lou and I meet in the same bar. Instead of his usual playfully testy
demeanor, he seems sullen, almost solitary. “This is one of those days,” he
says, taking a seat at a corner table, “where everything’s going to go wrong.”

At first Reed’s mood is hard to place, since his shows of the night before



108

mikal gilmore

had clearly been fervently fought successes. But then I recall that when he’d
come out for his second show, he found his guitar out of tune and threw it
angrily to the floor in the middle of the opening number, cracking its body.
“I could’ve cried then,” he says, “but I don’t really care now. I use my moods.
I get into one of these dark, melancholy things and I just milk it for every-
thing I can. I know I'll be out of it soon and I won’t be looking at things the
same way. For every dark mood, I also have a euphoric opposite. I think they
say that manic-depressives go as high as they go down, which isn’t to say that
I’m really depressive.”

Since Lou in his dark moods, though, is probably Lou at his most
reflective, I decide to ask him how this affects his songwriting. He’s said in
the past that he never writes from a personal point of view, that he has
“nothing remotely in common with the Lou Reed character.” Indeed, much
of his work, especially Berlin, seems the product of a detached observer, with
no stake in the outcome of his characters’ lives and no moral interest in their
choices. But Coney Island Baby and Street Hassle seem as revelatory and
personal as anything in seventies music. Isn’t the real Lou Reed in there
someplace?

Lou sits quietly for several moments, studying a gold-plated lighter
cupped in his hands. When he speaks, it’s in a soft, murmuring voice. “There
are some severe little tangent things in my songs that remove them from me,
but, ah, yes, they’re very personal. I guess the Lou Reed character is pretty
close to the real Lou Reed, to the point, maybe, where there’s really no heavy
difference between the two, except maybe a piece of vinyl. I keep hedging my
bet, instead of saying that’s really me, but that is me, as much as you can get
on record.”

Lou signals the waitress over to order a double Johnnie Walker straight.
He seems to be coming alive a bit to the idea of conversation, his eyes
studying me as he talks. “I have songs about killing people, but Dostoevski
killed people, too. In reality I might not do what a character in my songs
would, if only because I'd be jailed. It goes back to when I began to write
songs—I didn’t see why the form should be looked upon as restrictive,
although since then I've seen the resistance it can generate. But that’s only if
you lose your impetus.

“In my own writing, for instance, ’'m very good at the glib remark that
may not mean something if you examine it closely, but it still sounds great.
It’s like a person who can argue either side of a question with equal passion,
but what do they really think? They might not think anything, so you might
not get to know them.”

Lou spots a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle on a nearby table and
fetches it to show me a review of his concert the night before. He turns
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momentarily livid. The reviewer, Lou is quick to point out, spent most of his
space denouncing the ticket price ($9.50 at the door) and Reed’s take (re-
portedly $7,500 a night) before commenting on his “unmusical manner,”
“incoherent lyrics,” and his spawning of “sick-rock.”

I recall that the Velvet Underground received similar reviews when they
played the West Coast. “When we left New York,” says Lou, “we were shocked
that we were such a big deal. For anyone who goes to movies or reads
anything, why should we have been shocking? One reason, I guess, is that
singing a rock & roll song is a very real thing; it’s accessible on an immediate
level, more so than a book or movie. People assume that what’s on a record
applies to the person singing it and they find that shocking, although they
can pick up the newspaper and read things far more shocking.

“Maybe one of the reasons my stuff doesn’t have mass appeal is that it
does approach people on a personal level. It assumes a certain agreement of
mores, or if not an agreement, then at least an awareness on the listener’s
part. But with somebody like this—“Lou slaps the review with the back of his
hand—" it’s just deemed incoherent and offensive from the top. Unmusical
manner,” he spits. “What a great phrase to be used by such a poor writer. It’s
like saying Philip Marlowe was unsavory.

“Anyway, there wasn’t anything like us at the time of the Velvet Under-
ground. There still isn’t. ‘Heroin’ is just as right on the nose now as it was ten
years ago. Shocking? I suppose, but I always thought it was kind of roman-
tic.”

Romantic?

“Yes, because it’s not really like that at all,” he replies. “There’s not that
much strain in that world. I've had kids come up to me and say, ‘You turned
me on to junk because of that song.” Well, you can’t concern yourself with
being a parent for the world. People deserve the right to be what they’re
going to be, both in the positive and pejorative sense. I just wish they’d see
that you can’t evolve through someone else.”

But one thing that disturbs people about Reed’s music, I note, is its lack
of what might be called a moral stance. Lou shrugs his nose in disdain. “It’s
simply professional detachment,” he says. “I'm not spinning around in the
caldron of it all with no viewpoint. There is a viewpoint, although it’s mainly
the view that that’s the way things are. Take it or leave it. The thing that
allows a lot of my characters to leave it is something that ends up negating
them.

“Let me propose something to you. Take the guy who’s singing in the
second part of ‘Street Hassle,” who’s saying, ‘Hey that’s some bad shit that
you came to our place with/But you ought to be a little more careful around
those little girls. . . .” Now, he may come off as a little cruel, but let’s say he’s
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also the guy who’s singing the last part about losing love. He’s already lost the
one for him. He’s not unaware of those feelings, he’s just handling the
situation, that’s all. And who would know better than the guy who lost
somebody in a natural way? That’s what my songs are all about: They’re one-
to-ones. I just let people eavesdrop on them. Like that line at the end of
‘Street Hassle’: ‘Love has gone away/Took the rings right off my fingers/
There’s nothing left to say/But oh how I miss him, baby.” That person really
exists. He did take the rings right off my fingers, and I do miss him.”

Lou digs into the pocket of his jacket for his cigarettes. He lights one
and gives me a level look. “They’re not heterosexual concerns running
through that song,” he says. “I don’t make a deal of it, but when I mention a
pronoun, its gender is all-important. It’s just that my gay people don’t lisp.
They’re not any more affected than the straight world. They just are. That’s
important to me. 'm one of them and I'm right there, just like anybody else.
It’s not made anything other than what it is. But if you take me, you’ve got to
take the whole thing.”

I’m not sure what to say for the moment, so I sit there, returning his
stare. I recall something he said the day before about Delmore Schwartz: “It
must have been really incredible to have been good-looking, a poet, and be
straight.”

(50|

SE VERAL DAYS LATER, Lou isin Los Angeles for a series of shows at the
Roxy. On the afternoon of his last show, I visit him at his Beverly Hills hotel
and find him lying on the floor before the TV, watching a videotape of the
previous night’s performance. “Look at that guy,” says Lou, pointing at
himself on the screen. “He sure is shameless about occupying his own life.”
Lou Reed on the screen turns and looks over his shoulder and smiles at Lou
Reed on the floor. Lou Reed on the floor smiles back.

On the screen a jagged tango pulse announces “Street Hassle.” I've seen
Lou do this song eight times, and each time something remarkable happened
to his character—and to the audience. Although several of the people at
those shows were hearing it for the first time, they nearly always sat in
stunned silence. It was as if Lou were guiding them through a private and
treacherous world, the world of Lou Reed’s ethos. To miss this performance
is to miss one of the greatest psychodramas in rock & roll.

Lou on the TV screen slicks his hair back now and begins declaiming to
some unseen guest about how that guest has been too reckless with his dope,
bringing his girlfriend to Lou’s apartment and then fixing her up so carelessly
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that she overdoses on the spot. “I know this ain’t no way to treat a guest,”
says Lou on the screen, “but why don’t you grab your old lady by the feet and
lay her out in the darkened street/And by tomorrow morning she’s just
another hit-and-run/You know, some people got no choice and they can
never find a voice to talk with that they can call their own/So the first thing
they see that allows them the right to be, they follow it/You know what it’s
called? Bad luck.”

“You know,” says Lou on the floor, turning to me, “every time I'm
doing that song, when it gets to that awful last line I never know just how it’s
going to come across. ‘So the first thing they see that allows them the right to
be, they follow it/You know what it’s called?” And here comes that line and it
should punch like a bullet: Bad luck. The point of view of the guy saying that
is so awful. But it’s so true. I only realize sometime afterward what Lou
Reed’s talking about. I just try to stay out of the way.”

Lou is up on his feet now and decides he wants to ride into Hollywood
to find an obscure patch cord for one of his tape decks. Outside, it’s a damp,
gray winter day in Los Angeles. “This is the kind of day where, if you were in
the Village in New York,” says Lou, “you might go down to some gay bar and
see if you can make a new friend.”

As we swing onto Santa Monica Boulevard, Lou injects the tape resting
in my cassette player. “We’re the poison in your human machine,” roars
Johnny Rotten. “We’re the future—You-rrr future.” Lou has a queasy look
on his face. “Shakespeare had a phrase for that,” he says. “ ‘Sound and fury
signifying nothing.” I'm so tired of the theory of the noble savage. I'd like to
hear punks who weren’t at the mercy of their own rage and who could put
together a coherent sentence. I mean, they can get away with ‘Anarchy in the
U.K.” and that bullshit, but it hasn’t an eighth the heart or intelligence of
something like Garland Jeffreys’ ‘Wild in the Streets.” ”

We arrive at the stereo store, and Lou spends the next hour meticu-
lously picking through accessory bins until he finds the cord he needs. Back
in the car we talk a bit about the early Velvets albums. I ask Lou again why it
was so hard for him, after he left the group, to maintain his creative momen-
tum. He frames his reply carefully. “It was just an awful period. I had very
little control over the records; they were really geared for the money. When I
made Coney Island Baby, Ken Glancy, the president of RCA at the time,
backed me to the hilt because he knew me. There were rumors that I couldn’t
stand tours because I was all fucked up on dope and my mind was going. I
put out Metal Machine Music precisely to stop all of it. No matter what
people may think of that record, it wasn’t ill-advised at all. It did what it was
supposed to do. But it was supposed to do a lot more. I mean, I really
believed in it also. That could be ill-advised, I suppose, but I just think it’s
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one of the most remarkable pieces of music ever done by anybody, anywhere.
In time, it will prove itself.”

What made Coney Island Baby such a statement of renewal?

“Because it was my record. I didn’t have much time and I didn’t have
much money, but it was mine. There was just me and Rachel [Reed’s male
companion of the last several years and the raison d’étre of Street Hassle]
living at the fucking Gramercy Park Hotel on fifteen dollars a day, while the
lawyers were trying to figure out what to do with me. Then, I got a call from
Clive Davis [president of Arista Records] and he said, ‘Hey, how ya doing?
Haven’t seen you for a while.” He knew how I was doing. He said, ‘Why don’t
we have lunch?’ I felt like saying, ‘You mean you want to be seen with me in
public?’ If Clive could be seen with me, I had turned the corner. I grabbed
Rachel and said, ‘Do you know who just called? I knew then that I'd won.

“It’s just that turning that corner was really hard. When Ken Glancy
backed me, that was step one; when Clive gave me a call, step two; and Street
Hassle and Take No Prisoners are like step three. And I think they’re all home
runs. 'm a long-term player. Saying ‘I’'m a Coney Island baby’ at the end of
that song is like saying I haven’t backed off an inch, and don’t you forget
it.”

We arrive back at Lou’s hotel and he invites me in to hear the difference
the patch cord makes in his tape deck. Inside, two members of his sound
crew are already waiting to take him to the afternoon’s sound check, but Lou
wants to play with his machines first. “It’s funny,” he says, sitting on the
floor with his miniature speakers sprawled around him, “but maybe the most
frightening thing that can be said about me is that 'm so damn sane. Maybe
these aren’t my devils at all that people are finding on these records—they’re
other people’s. When I start writing about my own, then it could prove really
interesting.”

Maybe so, but I can’t help recalling his earlier comment about what a
master of the glib remark he is. I think Lou’s been exposing plenty of his
devils all along, and I think he knows it. On an earlier occasion, I'd told him
his work sometimes reminded me of that of Diane Arbus, the late photogra-
pher known principally for her studies of desolate and deformed subjects.
Lou recoiled instantly at the suggestion. “Her subject matter’s grotesque,” he
said. “I don’t consider mine grotesque. To show the inherent deformity in
normally formed people is what I’'m interested in, not in showing beauty in
deformity.”

By saying that, Lou seems to be saying he knows exactly what devils he’s
after, and that he won’t pass them off on anyone as angels.

If Lou Reed has accomplished nothing else, that victory alone would be
moral enough.
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AFTE R THE HARROWING scenarios of his 1978 masterwork, Street Has-
sle, Lou Reed began working to counteract his profligate image—or perhaps
simply to reveal more of the real sensibility behind his songs. The first
glimpses came in his 1979 album, The Bells (in some ways, his most resource-
ful work), during “Families”—a song about a son speaking to his hardened
parents across a chasm of mutual heartbreak: “And no no no no no, I still
haven’t got married,” Reed sang in a pain-filled quaver, “And no no no,
there’s no grandson planned here for you. . . . And I don’t think I'll come
home much anymore.” With The Bells, Lou Reed fulfilled—maybe even laid
to rest—a longstanding ethos: one of grim choices and unsparing account-
ability. A song like “Families” sounded as if it used up the whole of Reed’s
emotional being. It didn’t seem possible that either his art or his life could
ever be the same again. In fact, they couldn’t.

Reed moved deeper into the theme of familial fatalism—the fear, hate,
and defeat that parents too often bequeath upon their children as their most
lasting and bitter legacy—on the following year’s album, Growing Up in
Public. But Growing Up in Public was also an album about summoning up
high-test courage: the courage to love, and along with it, the will to forgive
everybody who—and everything that—ever cut short your chances in the
first place. On Growing Up, Reed’s material bridged the difficult chasm be-
tween moral narrative and unadulterated autobiography. In part, the new
compositions were about Reed’s decision to marry again—a decision that
flabbergasted many of the people who’d pegged him as a middle-aged, in-
tractable gay—but they were also seared recollections of the prime forces that
almost fated him. In “My Old Man,” he railed at the memory of a
Karamazov-like father in a burst of near-patricidal rage: “And when he beat
my mother/It made me so mad I could choke . . . /And can you believe
what he said to me/He said, ‘Lou, act like a man.”” And Reed did act like a
man. He shattered the album’s claustrophobic web of hatred and self-
defeat—perhaps the most frightening he’d ever constructed, because it was
also the most universal—by choosing to run the same risk at which his
parents failed: the risk of the heart. “When you ask for somebody’s heart,” he
sang in that album’s most tender moment, “You must know that you're
smart/Smart enough to care for it.” It was hardly a detached lyric: On
Valentine’s Day, 1980, Reed married Sylvia Morales, and for a time, both his
life and music seemed deepened by the union.

Indeed, several of the records that Reed made during that marriage—
including The Blue Mask, Legendary Hearts, and New Sensations—were
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tough-willed statements of personal love as the only remaining act of defi-
ance, and as such, they also worked as a reexamination of his earlier mores.
In “Heavenly Arms,” he made the act sound like nothing less than an urgent
and vital good fight: “Lovers stand warned/Of the world’s impending
storm.” But in such songs as “Legendary Hearts” and “Home of the Brave,”
Reed fully expressed the difficulty of trying to integrate the frustrations and
limitations of his distant past and the reality of his fiery temperament with
the knowledge that real love requires constant recommitment—demands, in
fact, a daily renewal to a struggle of uphill faith. “The thing about love,” he
told me back during our 1979 and 1980 conversations, “‘is that it isn’t logical.
You don’t necessarily love what’s logical or good for you. Believe me, I know.
At the same time, that’s the beauty of love—when you’re passionately caring
for the welfare of somebody beyond yourself.” Then he laughed. “Maybe
what we’re talking about is the touch of an angel’s wing. And the possibility
of transcendence.”

In time, Reed’s marriage to Morales ended, and as I write these words
in 1997, it is reported that he has recently been quite happy with artist and
singer Laurie Anderson (talk about a meeting of the minds). In the 1990s,
Reed has continued to make strong, vital, and imaginative records—includ-
ing New York, Songs for Drella (an elegy to Andy Warhol, co-written with
former Velvets partner John Cale), Magic and Loss, and Set the Twilight
Reeling. He also briefly re-formed the Velvet Underground in the early 1990s,
making—oddly enough—for the only truly unaffecting music that remark-
able group ever produced.

After all my years of listening to and loving popular music, I can say
that—along with Bob Dylan—Lou Reed remains my favorite rock & roll
artist; indeed, along with Dylan, he is probably the only artist who has grown
and weathered so well, and whose lapses are even something to pore over,
time and again, in wonder. If I had to pick my favorite lines he has ever
written, they would be these: “It was good what we did yesterday/And I'd do
it once again/The fact that you are married/Only proves you’re my best
friend/But it’s truly, truly a sin” (from 1969’s “Pale Blue Eyes”). Also, these:
“With a daytime of sin and a nighttime of hell/Everybody’s going to look for
a bell to ring” (from 1979’s “All through the Night”). It seems to me that in
his best music—even in his darkest, most brokenhearted reveries—Lou Reed
has always rung a bell, loud and clear, pealing a clarion call of hope that the
glory of love, despite (or because of) our daytimes of sin and nighttimes of
hell, might see us all through yet.
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S ome say there was a ghost. Some unkind spirit, the rumor went, had
.’/ clambered up out of a dark legacy of death and bad news, and had
attached itself to the Allman Brothers Band, like a mean dog trailing its
quarry, until it had dragged the band down into the dust of its own dreams.

Maybe the group had attracted the spirit on one of those late nights
more than a generation before, when various band members would gather in
the Rose Hill Cemetery, not far from where the Allman Brothers lived in
Macon, Georgia. The story is, they drank wine and whiskey there, smoked
dope, took psychedelics, played and wrote dark, obsessive blues songs, and
laid their Southern girlfriends across sleek tombstones on humid, heat-thick
Southern nights, and made love to warm, twitching bodies that were laying
only a few feet above other bodies, long prone and long cold. Maybe on one
of those occasions, in some ungodly moment in which sex and hallucinations
and blues all mixed and formed an unwitting invocation, an insatiable spec-
ter was raised, and decided to stay close to the troubled and vulnerable souls
that had summoned it. Or maybe it was something even older and meaner
that trailed the Allmans—something as old as the hellions and hellhounds
that were said to haunt Southern rural crossroads on moonless nights.

Yes, some say there was a ghost. Some even say they witnessed that
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ghost—or at least, witnessed how palpable it was for those who had to live
with the effects of its haunts. There are stories about late night reveries in the
early 1970s, when the band’s most famous member would sit in darkened
hotel rooms, watching early morning TV, brooding. By this time, the Allman
Brothers Band was the most successful pop group in America—in fact, the
band had played for the largest audience ever assembled in the nation’s
history. But perhaps that success was never enough to stave off fears that
there was yet more that this band was destined to lose.

In those postmidnight funks, the blond blues singer sat and watched
TV, sometimes horror movies with the sound down. An empty chair was
sometimes close by. To at least one visitor, the singer insisted that a spirit sat
in that chair—and that he knew that spirit well. In fact, he said, he and the
ghost were on a first-name basis. He and the ghost even shared the same last
name.

WaLk iNTO A room to meet the surviving members of the original
Allman Brothers Band, and you walk into the midst of a complex shared
history. It is a spooky, gothic story of family ties—of both blood brother-
hood and chosen brotherhood—and it is also a story of amazing prodigies,
dogged by amazingly bad fortune. Indeed, the four men seated in this
room—keyboardist Gregg Allman, guitarist Dickey Betts, and drummers Jai
Jaimoe and Butch Trucks—are people who helped make history: They once
personified what rock & roll and blues could achieve in those forms’ grandest
moments of musical imagination, and they also once played a significant role
in the American South’s social and political history. But like anybody who
has made history that matters, the members of the Allman Brothers were also
bruised by that history. They do not seem like men who are unduly arrogant
or proud; rather, they seem like men who have learned that proud moments
can later form the heart of indelibly painful memories.

It has been several years since these musicians have recorded together,
but on this sultry afternoon in mid-spring, as they gather in the lounge at
Miami’s Criteria Studios, they are beginning the final work on Seven Turns—
a record that they boldly claim is their most important and accomplished
work since 1973’s Brothers and Sisters. In many ways, this is an adventure
they never thought they would share. In 1983, after a restive fourteen-year
history, the Allman Brothers dissolved into the caprices of pop history. The
band had broken up before—in the mid-1970s, on rancorous terms—but
this time they quit because the pop world no longer wanted them. “We had
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been credited as being a flagship band,” says Dickey Betts, pulling nervously
at his mustache, his eyes taking a darting scan of the other faces in the room.
“All of a sudden managers and record company people were telling us that
we should no longer use terms like ‘Southern Rock,” or that we couldn’t wear
hats or boots onstage, that it was embarrassing to a modern audience. We
finally decided we couldn’t meet the current trends—that if we tried, we were
going to make fools out of ourselves playing disco music, and ruin any
integrity we had left. Looking back, splitting up was the best thing we could
have done. We would have ruined whatever pleasant images people had of us
by trudging along.”

The band members went separate ways. Allman and Betts toured with
their own bands off and on, playing mainly clubs and small venues, and even
teamed up for a tour or two. Butch Trucks went back to school, opened a
recording studio in Tallahassee, raised his family, and involved himself in the
difficult fight to stop record labeling in Florida. Jai Jaimoe packed a set of
drums in his Toyota and spent years traveling around the South, playing in
numerous jazz, R&B, and pop bands. Occasionally, the various ex-Allmans
would come together for the odd jam or gig, but nobody spoke much about
the collective dreams they had once shared. Clearly, the glory days were
behind them, and there wasn’t much point in talking them to death.

Then, toward the late 1980s, pop music began going through one of its
periodic revisionist phases. Neo-blues artists like Stevie Ray Vaughan and
Robert Cray began attracting a mass audience; plucky country singers like
Lyle Lovett and k. d. lang had started attracting a broad spectrum of alterna-
tive and mainstream fans; and the long-suffering, brandy-voiced Bonnie
Raitt enjoyed a major comeback with her surprisingly straightforward rendi-
tions of blues and R&B music. As a result, Dickey Betts received a call from
Epic Records: Was he interested in making a Southern Rock LP? Betts
thought Epic was joking, but nope—the label even wanted him to assemble a
band with a twin-guitar frontline, and yes, if he really wanted, he could wear
his cowboy hat onstage. Betts put together a solo act, and eventually he and
Trucks received calls from Epic that led to an invitation to re-form the
Allman Brothers. At first, both were wary—Gregg Allman’s drug and alcohol
problems remained legendary, and they weren’t sure about touring or play-
ing with him under those circumstances. But Betts, who had seen Allman
often in recent years, said that Gregg was in good shape and better voice than
ever, and that like the rest of them, he had missed the music they had made
together. So Betts called Epic back and asked: For a Southern Rock band,
how would the label like to have the Southern Rock group, the Allman
Brothers Band? Epic was thrilled—until it was learned that the band planned
to tour before recording.
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“They were afraid we would break up again before we ever finished the
tour,” says Betts, laughing. Actually, touring was reportedly part of the deal
the bandmembers had struck about Gregg Allman: Before entering a studio
to work on new material, or before committing themselves to spending a few
more years together, they wanted to see how Gregg would handle the road; in
fact, they wanted to see how everybody would handle working together again.
Mainly, they wanted to see if they could still play like the Allman Brothers,
rather than as a once-removed imitation.

“It would have been pitiful to have put this band back together, just to
be an embarrassment,” says Betts. “I don’t think we could have dealt with
that. The trouble is, we’d already been compared to ourselves a lot, and not
always in a good way.”

As it turned out, the timing was good: Numerous other older acts—
including the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Jefferson Airplane, Ringo Starr,
and Paul McCartney were hitting the road in 1989 with largely retrospective
tours, and PolyGram was also preparing a multidisc historical overview of
the Allmans for imminent release. For the first time in nearly a decade, the
Allmans had a context to work in. Betts and Allman recruited some new
members—guitarist Warren Haynes, bassist Allen Woody, and keyboardist
Johnny Neel—and the Allman Brothers Band was reborn. More important,
they were once again a forceful live band, playing their hard-hitting brand of
improvisational blues with the sort of vitality the band had not evinced since
the early 1970s. “Once more, we were getting compared to ourselves,” says
Betts, “but this time in a positive way. The ideal, of course, would be to have
all the original members of the band still alive and with us, but that can’t be.
But I'll say this: This is the first lineup we’ve had since Duane Allman and
Berry Oakley were in the band that has the same spirit that we had in those
days.”

Butch Trucks—who can be the most paternal and also the saltiest-
talking member of the band—puts it differently. “It feels like the Allman
Brothers again,” he says, “and it hasn’t felt that way in a long, long time. I
like it. It makes my sticker peck out.”

Periodically, as Betts and Trucks talk, Gregg Allman tries to seem inter-
ested in the conversation. He will lean forward, clasp his hands together, look
like he has something to say . . . but he never voluntarily fields a single
question. After a bit, he settles back into the sofa and simply looks as if he’s in
his own world. He seems to spend a lot of time inside himself, staring into
some private, inviolable space. In the entire conversation, he will say only one
complete sentence: “It’s hard to live those ten or twenty years, and then try to
start all over again with another band.”

Abruptly, Gregg is on his feet, excusing himself. He is scheduled to
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begin final vocals today, and he is restless to get started. When asked if it’s
okay to watch him record at some point, he visibly freezes. “Um, Gregg won’t
let anybody in there when he’s singing,” says Betts, coming to Allman’s
rescue. “Vocals are real personal, you know. You’re just standing there na-
ked.”

“Yeah, with your dick hanging out,” says Trucks. After Gregg leaves,
Trucks adds: “I've never seen anybody so nervous about letting others listen.”

Recently, there had been some concern about Gregg’s vocals. Report-
edly, producer Tom Dowd—the owner of Criteria Studios, and the producer
of the band’s early classics, At the Fillmore East and Eat A Peach—was wor-
ried that he might not get workable complete performances from Allman,
and would have to paste the final vocals together from earlier rough tracks.
Nobody knows at the moment whether Gregg can sing as well as they are
hoping he will sing—indeed, any Allmans reunion effort would fall flat
without Gregg’s trademark growly vocals—and nobody’s sure how Gregg’s
current unease bodes for the band’s upcoming summer tour.

“It’s hard to be sober again after all these years,” says Trucks, who went
through a drying-out period of his own. “At a time like this, Gregg probably
doesn’t even know if he can talk to people, much less sing. But the thing is, he
did it for too many years not to go for it now.”

ARO UND MIDNIGHT, a warm spring storm is dropping heavy sheets of
rain all over north Miami. Drummer Jai Jaimoe (who was once known as Jai
Johanny Johanson, but now prefers to be called simply Jaimoe) stands in the
main hallway at Criteria Studios, unpacking a crate of new cymbals, caressing
their nickel-plated gleam with obvious affection. He is wearing a pink, blue,
and green knitted African cap; bright green baggy pants; and knee-length
black T-shirt bearing the statement, “The objects under this shirt are smaller
than they appear.”

Down the hall, Gregg Allman is taking passes at his vocal on “Good
Clean Fun,” and from what one can hear, he is sounding more confident,
more vibrant by the moment. A few feet away, Dickey Betts is strumming an
acoustic guitar for some friends, singing “Seven Turns”—a haunting song he
has written about the Allman Brothers’ hard losses and renewed hopes. In
the main lounge, Butch Trucks sits watching a golf tournament, trying to
explain the Zen principal of the sport to his wife, who does not seem to be
buying the idea. Various Allman wives and girlfriends—including Gregg’s
new wife, Danielle—sit around talking or reading true-crime books, and
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Dickey and Gregg’s dogs wander in and out of the action, sniffing empty
food cartons and looking perplexedly at the downpour outside. Also drifting
in and out are producer Tom Dowd—who wears a perpetually rumpled
professorial manner—and the legendary Allmans roadie Red Dog, a notori-
ous but charming womanizer, a terrific dirty-joke teller, and plainly the
band’s most devoted fan. It must seem a bit like old times here, only consid-
erably more easygoing. “I missed playing with these people,” Jaimoe will say
at one point. “We had something together that I could never find with other
bands.”

Between storm bouts, Jaimoe suggests taking a walk across the parking
lot to a nearby studio, where it will be possible to talk with less distraction.
People in and around the Allmans will often joke about Jaimoe—they say
that for over a generation, he has been perpetually reclusive, inscrutable, even
spacey. But they also make awed references to the drummer’s near-encyclo-
pedic knowledge of jazz and rhythm & blues artists and styles, and certainly,
nobody can imagine attempting a reunion at this time without his involve-
ment. In fact, it is often joked that Jaimoe was the original member of the
Allman Brothers—or at least that he was the one who had always been
waiting for a band like the Allmans to come along. “All my life I had wanted
to play in a jazz band,” says Jaimoe, settling into a sofa in an empty, dimly
lighted studio control booth. “Then I played with Duane Allman.”

Like Allman, Jaimoe had harbored a special passion for Southern-based
musical styles. By the mid-1960s, he had served as a regular session drummer
at the Fame Studio in Muscle Shoals, Alabama—where some of the most
renowned Southern soul music of the period was recorded—and he per-
formed with numerous R&B and blues artists, including Percy Sledge, Otis
Redding, Joe Tex, and Clifton Chenier. “I think I had been preparing to play
in this band without really knowing what I was preparing for,” says Jaimoe,
shifting his weight on the sofa. “I think it was from playing with all those
other musicians that I got all that fiery stuff that people hear in my playing.”

In the course of his studio work, Jaimoe met the two people who would
become among the principal driving forces behind the Allman Brothers
Band: Duane Allman and a fledgling entrepreneur named Phil Walden.
Walden was born and raised in Macon, Georgia, a middle-sized town that
still relied on agriculture for much of its economy, and that still maintained
much of its pre—Civil War architecture (General Sherman had considered the
town too insignificant to plunder or ravage). In the 1950s, Walden had grown
enamored of Memphis-style rock & roll and, in particular, black R&B of
singers like Hank Ballard and the Five Royales, and by the mid-1960s he was
managing numerous black stars, including Sam and Dave, Percy Sledge, Al
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Green, Johnny Taylor, Joe Tex, Arthur Conley, and, most famously, Otis
Redding.

Walden’s affection for black music was anathema to many of Macon’s
leading businessmen and church officials. Walden didn’t present himself as a
civil rights activist, but he did bristle at provincial racism, and he refused to
kowtow to local pressures. The South, he often told his critics, would have to
change its attitudes, and what’s more, the popularity of the new Southern
soul was a harbinger of that change. “I think rhythm and blues had a hell of a
lot to do with turning the region around on race relations,” he would later
tell an interviewer. “When people get together and listen to the same music,
it makes hating kind of harder.” '

But Walden’s involvement in R&B was cut suddenly and brutally short.
In December 1967, Otis Redding—a few months after his triumphant ap-
pearance at the Monterey International Pop Festival, and on the verge of a
long-anticipated mass breakthrough—was flying a small twin-engine plane
from Cleveland to Madison, Wisconsin, when the plane went down in a
Wisconsin lake, killing Redding and four members of his backup band, the
Bar-Kays. Walden was known as a proud, ambitious, and clever man—even
indomitable—but for him, Redding’s death was more than the loss of a prize
client, and more than the termination of one of the most brilliantly promis-
ing artistic careers of the period. It was also a devastating personal loss, and
according to many of the people who knew him, Walden thereafter kept a
greater emotional distance from his clients.

Duane Allman had also had his life and sensibility transformed by
sudden death. In 1949, when Duane was three and his little brother Gregory
was two, the Allman family was living in Nashville, Tennessee. That Christ-
mas, the boys’ father, an Army lieutenant, was on holiday leave from the
Korean War. The day following Christmas, he picked up a hitchhiker, who
robbed and murdered Duane and Gregg’s father. The Allmans’ mother,
Geraldine, eventually enrolled her young children in a military academy in
Lebanon, Tennessee, and then, in 1958, relocated the family in Daytona
Beach, Florida. As young teens, the Allman brothers rarely talked about their
father’s death—they were too young to know him well—and in many ways,
they were like other boys their age: Duane hated school, and quit in a hot
temper several times, then spent his free time attending to his favorite posses-
sion, a Harley-Davidson 165. Gregg, meantime, stuck through school and
was reportedly a fair student and athlete, though he regarded it as a thankless
ordeal.

Early on, both Duane and Gregg found themselves drawn to music of
loss and longing—particularly the high-lonesome wail of country music, and
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the haunted passions of urban and country blues. Gregg had been the first to
leap in: He had listened to a neighbor playing old-timey country songs on an
acoustic guitar, and at thirteen, Gregg worked a paper route and saved
money to buy a guitar at the local Sears and Roebuck. While Gregg was
slogging his way through school, Duane started playing his brother’s guitar—
and to his surprise and Gregg’s initial annoyance, discovered that he had a
gift for the instrument. Soon, Duane and Gregg each owned electric guitars,
and Duane would hole up with his instrument for days, learning the music of
blues archetype Robert Johnson and jazz guitarist Kenny Burrell. Around
that time, Duane and Gregg saw a B. B. King show during a visit to Nashville,
and Duane’s mind was made up: He and his brother were going to form a
blues band of their own; in fact, they were going to make music their life.
Duane continued studying numerous guitarists, including King, Muddy Wa-
ters, Howlin’ Wolf’s Hubert Sumlin, Elmore James, and French jazz prodigy
Django Reinhardt, as well as the emerging British rock guitarists—especially
a young firebrand named Eric Clapton—and the guitarists who were playing
for soul artists like James Brown and Jackie Wilson. Duane also began paying
attention to saxophonists like John Coltrane, to hear how a soloist could
build a melodic momentum that worked within a complex harmonic and
rhythmic structure. Meantime, Gregg began favoring jazz organists like
Jimmy Smith and Johnny Hammond, and developed a special passion for
sophisticated blues and R&B vocalists like Bobby “Blue” Bland, Ray Charles,
and Roy Milton.

But there was more to the brothers’ quest than a mere attraction for
music that took painful feelings and turned them into a joyful release. The
Allmans—in particular, Duane—seemed intent on forming bands as an ex-
tension of family ideals, and they often invested these bands with the same
qualities of love and anger, loyalty and rivalry, that they had practiced at
home. In a way, this family idealism was simply a trend of the era: The 1960s
were a time when rock bands were often viewed as metaphors for a self-
willed brand of consonant community. But in the Allmans’ case, the sources
of this dream may have run especially deep. Their real-life family had been
tumultuously shattered, and forming a band was a way of creating a frater-
nity they had never really known.

But the Allmans were also forming musical bonds in a time when the
South was being forced to reexamine some of its cultural and racial tradi-
tions, and Duane and Gregg were unusually open to ideals of interaction and
equality. To their mother’s initial displeasure, the brothers preferred the
music being played by local black talents, and in 1963, they helped form one
of the area’s first integrated bands, the House Rockers. It was a period of
fierce feelings, but the Allmans, like Phil Walden, would not back off from a
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belief that their culture was starting to undergo radical and deeply needed
social change.

In any event, Duane and Gregg went through a rapid succession of
blues-oriented rock bands, including the Allman Joys, who toured the South-
ern teen circuit and recorded two albums’ worth of material (including
several Yardbirds and Cream covers). By 1967, the group had been over-
hauled into the Hour Glass and had relocated to Los Angeles, where they
recorded two LPs for Liberty. Both were better than average cover bands, and
they gave Duane a chance to hone his flair for accompaniment and improvi-
sation, and also helped Gregg develop as a sultry organist and an unusually
inventive modern blues composer. But none of these groups matched
Duane’s boundless ambitions, and in 1968, the bossy and restless guitarist
quit the Hour Glass and accepted an invitation from Fame Studios’ owner-
operator Rick Hall to work as a sideman on an upcoming Wilson Pickett
session. Duane left Gregg in L.A. to fulfill the Liberty contract, and in Muscle
Shoals, Alabama, he played sessions with Pickett, Clarence Carter, King Cur-
tis, Arthur Conley, and Ronnie Hawkins; in New York, he played with Aretha
Franklin. By 1969, Duane Allman had gained a reputation as one of the most
musically eloquent and soul-sensitive session guitarists in contemporary
music.

It was in this time that Jai Johanny Johanson met Allman. “I had a
friend who was doing session work with Wilson Pickett and Aretha Frank-
lin,” says Jaimoe. “He came home to Macon one day and told me, ‘ai, they
got a white boy down in Alabama by the name of Duane “Skydog” Allman.
He’s a hippie with long, stringy hair,’ he said, ‘but you’ve got to hear him
play.’ I remember listening to the radio late one night in Macon—there
wasn’t anything else to do there; everything was closed up—and this Aretha
Franklin thing, ‘The Weight,” came on the radio, with this stand-out guitar
solo, and I thought, ‘That’s got to be “Skydog” Allman, man.’ I thought he
was a cool guitarist, but he wasn’t any Barney Kessel or Tal Farlow, and those
were the only Caucasian cats that I heard who could really play the instru-
ment.”

A bit later, Jaimoe visited Muscle Shoals during a King Curtis session
and sought out Allman. The two musicians became close friends, and be-
tween sessions, they would hang out in one of Fame’s vacant studios, jam-
ming for hours head-on. Then one day, another skinny, long-haired white
boy—a bassist named Berry Oakley, whom Duane had met in Jacksonville,
Florida—started joining on the jams. “Man,” says Jaimoe, “when Berry
joined us, that was some incredible shit. I remember that people like [bassist]
David Hood, [pianist] Barry Beckett, and [drummer] Roger Hawkins [all
among Muscle Shoals’ most respected session players] would come into the
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room when we were playing, and we were trying to get them to join in. But
none of them would pick up an instrument. We scared the shit out of them
guys.”

Somewhere around this time Allman attracted the attention of Phil
Walden, who was in the process of forming his own label, Macon-based
Capricorn Records, to be distributed by Atlantic. One day, Rick Hall played
for Walden a new album he had just recorded with Wilson Pickett, including
a cover of the Beatles’s “Hey Jude.” Walden was transfixed by the work of the
guitarist on the session, and after traveling to Muscle Shoals, he eventually
made a deal to manage Duane Allman. Walden thought he had found his
Elvis Presley: a white musician who could play black, blues-based forms in a
way that would connect with an entire new mass audience.

There had been talk of Allman, Jaimoe, and Oakley forming a trio
based on the sparse but furious improvisational dynamics of the Jimi Hen-
drix Experience or Cream, but Walden encouraged Allman to seek his own
mix of style and texture. Allman knew he wanted to work with Jaimoe and
Oakley, but he had also been drawn to a few other musicians, including lead
guitarist Dickey Betts (who had played with Oakley in a band called the
Second Coming, and with whom Allman had played several twin-lead jams),
and drummer Butch Trucks (with whom Gregg and Duane had played in
Jacksonville). One day, these five musicians gathered at Trucks’ home in
Jacksonville, and began playing. It turned into a relentless jam that stretched
for four hours and left everybody involved feeling electrified, even thunder-
struck. When it was over, Duane stepped to the entrance of the room and
spanned his arms across the doorway, forming a human blockade. “Anybody
who isn’t playing in my band is going to have to fight their way out of this
room,” he said.

Duane told Walden and Atlantic vice president Jerry Wexler—who had
advanced Walden $75,000 to form Capricorn—that he wanted to bring his
brother Gregg back from L.A. to sing in the newly formed group, but the
company heads initially balked. Says Jaimoe: “I remember Duane saying,
‘Man, Jerry and them, they don’t want me to have my brother in the band.
They don’t want no two brothers in the band. It’s always been trouble. I
mean, me and my brother, we don’t get along that much—I don’t like him.
You know how it is: Brothers don’t like each other.” And then Duane would
say, ‘But Jaimoe, there ain’t nobody else that can sing like my brother. In fact,
I can’t think of another motherfucker who can sing in this band except my
brother. That’s who I really want.” ”

In the end, Duane Allman got his way—and it proved to be a brilliant
choice. Gregg Allman had been lonely in Southern California, had endured a
troubled love affair and had even, he would later report, contemplated sui-
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cide. When Duane called him to join his new band, Gregg saw the invitation
as deliverance from a grim reality. And what he brought with him would
amount to one of the band’s signature attractions: a powerfully erotic, poi-
gnant, and authoritative blues voice. When Gregg Allman sang a song like
“Whipping Post,” he did so in a voice that made you believe that the song’s
fear and pain and anger were the personal possessions of the singer—and
that he had to reveal those dark emotions in order to get past the bitter truths
he was singing about.

Phil Walden moved the band to Macon, and then put it on the road
year-round. He and Duane didn’t always see eye to eye on matters, weren’t
always close, but they agreed on one thing: The Allman Brothers Band was
going to be both the best and biggest band in the country—or die trying.

ANOTHER DAY into the new sessions, Dickey Betts is seated on a worn
sofa in the foyer at Criteria Studios. Down the hall, Gregg Allman is still
working on his vocals, and it is apparent from his and Tom Dowd’s improved
moods that the work is going well.

Betts had stayed up late the night before, listening to a cassette of an
Allman Brothers show from a 1970 venue at Ludlow Garage in Cincinnati.
PolyGram’s Bill Levenson (who compiled the 1989 Allmans retrospective,
Dreams) had recently remastered the session for commercial release, and last
night was the first time Betts had heard the performance in twenty years. “I
knew if the quality was anywhere above being embarrassing, that it would be
good,” he says with a fast smile. Betts can seem the edgiest member of the
group—he gets up and moves around while he talks, his eyes move con-
stantly, and he is wary about how he phrases things—but behind that man-
ner, he is amiable and honest, and he clearly possesses a remarkable breadth
of intelligence. For many years now, he has been regarded as the real heart of
the Allman Brothers Band, though he often tends to downplay his leadership
role. Right now, he seems to enjoy talking about the revolutionary music the
band began making in its early days. “If I recall,” he says, “Ludlow was like a
dungeon: a cement floor, with a low ceiling, kind of like a warehouse garage.
Real funky. As I remember, it was recorded around the time of our first
album, way before we started getting anywhere. We were still underground at
that point. We had a private, almost cultlike following.”

The Allman Brothers may have been relatively “underground” in 1970,
but they had already developed their mix of bedrock aggression and high-
flown invention that would become their hallmark fusion. Like many bands
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of the time, the group was trying to summarize a wide range of rock, blues,
and jazz traditions, and at the same time extend those traditions in new
unanticipated directions. In contrast, though, to the Grateful Dead or Miles
Davis (both of whom often played improvisatory blues in modal formats and
freewheeling structure), the Allmans built tremendously sophisticated me-
lodic formations that never lost sight of momentum or palpable eroticism.
For one thing, the band was genuinely attuned to the emotional meanings of
blues and the stylistic patterns of rock & roll—that is, group members not
only found inspiration in the music of Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and
Robert Johnson, they also understood how that music’s spirit had been
extended and transmogrified in the later music of Chuck Berry, James
Brown, and other rock and soul pioneers. At the same time, the Allmans
loved jazz, and had spent many hours marveling at not only the prowess of
musicians like Davis, Coltrane, Charlie Parker, Eric Dolphy, and Roland
Kirk, but at how these visionaries had taken the same primitive blues im-
pulses that had thrilled and terrified Robert Johnson and Louis Armstrong
and turned them into an elaborate art form, capable of the most intricate,
spontaneous inventions. Plus, there was an exceptional confluence that re-
sulted from the Allmans’ collective talents. In its straightahead blues mode,
the band could barnstorm and burn with a fervor that even such white blues
trendsetters as John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, Cream, and the Rolling Stones
were hard-pressed to match. And when the Allmans stretched their blues into
full-scale, labyrinthine improvisations—in the largely instrumental “In
Memory of Elizabeth Reed,” “Whipping Post,” and ‘“Mountain Jam”—the
band was simply matchless.

“Duane and Gregg were students of the urban blues,” says Betts. “Their
thing was like a real honest, truthful, chilling delivery of that music, whereas
Oakley and I may have been influenced by the blues and were students of it,
but we were more innovative. We would try to take a blues tune and, instead
of respecting the sacredness of it, we would go sideways with it. But on our
own, Berry and I were always missing something—a certain foundation—
while Duane and Gregg didn’t quite have the adventurous kind of thing. So
when we all came together, we gave each other a new foundation.”

It proved to be a unique amalgam, with Allman and Betts’ twin-lead
guitars often locking into frenzied and intricate melodic flights, and Jaimoe
and Butch Trucks’ double drumming forming a webwork of rhythm that
both floated and pushed the drama of the guitars. The only other band in
rock that attempted such an adventurous lineup was the Grateful Dead,
though in the Dead’s case, drummers Mickey Hart and Bill Kreutzmann’s
rhythms too often pulled apart and lost momentum, and guitarist Bob Weir
was never quite inventive enough to engage Jerry Garcia’s considerable skill.
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Likelier prototypes were the double-saxophone and double-drum sextets and
octets led by John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman in the mid-1960s, as well as
the twin-guitar and guitar-fiddle lineups of numerous western-swing and
country-western bands. “I was always real fond of the twin guitars that Roy
Clark and Dave Lyle played in Wanda Jackson’s band,” says Betts. “But it
wasn’t that we consciously copied any of these sources. It was just that later
we realized that people like Clark and Lyle, and Coltrane and Pharoah San-
ders, had been pursuing the same idea many years before. For a rock & roll
band, though, it was a pretty new adventure. I mean, one of the good things
about the Allman Brothers, we listened to jazz and were influenced by it
without ever pretending we were jazz players.

“But make no mistake: It was a matter of Duane being hip enough to
see that potential and responding to it. He was absolutely in charge of that
band. Had he missed that possibility or that chemistry, there would have
been no Allman Brothers Band.”

Betts also cites Berry Oakley as a key shaper of the Allmans’ early
sound. Certainly, Oakley was a singular bassist. Like such jazz hero-bassists
as Oscar Pettiford, Jimmy Blanton, Ray Brown, or Scott LaFaro, Oakley had a
profound melodic sense that combined fluently with a pulsing percussive
touch; and like the Dead’s Phil Lesh or Jefferson Airplane’s Jack Cassady, he
knew how to get under a band’s action and lift and push its motions. “There
were times,” says Betts, “when Berry would be playing a line or phrase, and
Duane would catch it, then jump on it and start playing harmony. Then
maybe I’d lock into the melodic line that Duane was playing, and we would
all three be off. That kind of thing was absolutely unheard of from a rock
bassist. I mean, Berry would take over and give us the melody.”

In fact, says Betts, it was Oakley who came up with the arrangement for
“Whipping Post,” the Allmans’ most famous jam vehicle. “Oakley heard
something in it that none of the rest of us heard—this frightening kind of
thing. He sat up all night messing around and came back in the next day with
a new opening in eleven/four time, and after that, ideas started flying from
every direction. That sort of thing always happened with him.”

By the end of 1970, the Allman Brothers had acquired a formidable
reputation. They had recorded two critically praised LPs of blues-rock, inter-
laced with classical- and country-derived elements, and Duane had gained
pop renown for his contributions to Eric Clapton’s Derek and the Dominos
project, Layla and Other Assorted Love Songs. But it was as a live unit that the
band enjoyed its greatest repute, and in the year or so ahead, they would play
somewhere around two hundred concerts. In part, to sustain their energy
during the incessant and exhausting tours, and in part as a by-product of a
time-old blues and jazz tradition (and a by-product of rock culture), the
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Allmans used an increasingly wide range of drugs—at first, primarily mari-
juana and occasional psychedelics and, in time, cocaine and heroin. It was a
habit that bought the band some short-term potency, maybe even inspira-
tion, but it would also eventually cost them their fraternity. Looking back,
Betts has misgivings about the whole experience, and its legacy. “The drugs
that were being done back in the sixties and seventies,” he says, “were a lot
easier to have fun with and be open about, and to find acceptable, because
they were drugs to enhance your awareness, instead of an escape into some
blackness. 'm not saying those drugs had any redeeming qualities, but at
least that was the idea that people had at the time: It was an effort to open the
mind up and go even further.

“Today, though, the drugs are so damn deadly, so absolutely dangerous.
There’s nothing about them that’s trying to enhance your awareness at all.
The whole idea is to kill your awareness, to escape. It’s just a perverted thing,
and that’s why I think that nowadays it’s absolutely irresponsible and igno-
rant to sing in a positive way about doing drugs.”

It was in this period that the Allman Brothers singlehandedly pioneered
a style and demeanor that would become popularly known as Southern
Rock: music that was aggressive yet could swing gracefully, played by musi-
cians who were proud of their region and its musical legacies. Though later
bands would reduce Southern Rock to a reactionary posture and a crude
parody of machismo, the Allmans began the movement as a blast of musical
and cultural innovation. In fact, their outlooks and music were emblematic
of the American South’s ongoing struggle for redefinition, and for its mount-
ing desire to move away from its violently earned image as a region of fierce
racism and intolerance. But while the South of the early 1970s was less like
the land of fear and murder that had destroyed the lives of so many blacks
and civil rights activists, Betts acknowledges that the territory could still live
up to its vulgar notoriety. “There were times,” he says, “when you would go
out for breakfast after you finish playing a club and just have to accept the
chances of getting in a damn fist fight with somebody. But what are you
gonna do: sneak home? I mean, you’d just go out and somebody starts calling
you some kind of faggot or something about your long hair. I guess we were
shocking in those days, and some of those damn cowboys are pretty quick to
show their feelings. Now half of them have hair as long as mine. Also, there
were a few times in some real ignorant little towns where we’d have trouble
going into a restaurant with Jaimoe.” Betts pauses and shakes his head with
remembered exasperation. “Those were isolated incidents, but they stick out
in my mind. I was horrified at that kind of thing.

“But you know, things just changed tremendously in the seventies, at
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least in Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and the other Southeastern states.
The South just got new attitudes.”

By the early 1970s, Macon—which had once been troubled by Phil
Walden’s championing of R&B music—regarded the Allmans as homegrown
commercial and regional heroes. Indeed, nearly all the acts that Walden
signed to Capricorn had strong Southern identities, and some observers
believed it was Walden’s aspiration to build a personal and political empire,
based on the ideal that “the South Will Rise again.” Betts, though, disavows
this ambition. “We had nothing to do with that whole ideal, ‘the South will
rise again,” ” he says. “That was somebody else’s idea. The thing is, we did
appreciate our culture, and a lot of people in the South were proud of the
Allman Brothers, because we were typically and obviously Southern. That
was part of our aura. But beyond that, I don’t think we were part of what was
changing the South. It was people like Jimmy Carter and Martin Luther King,
Jr., and John Kennedy who helped affect Southern attitudes. We were just a
good thing for some people to identify with, and obviously, we influenced
the music from the South a great deal. A lot of musicians thought, ‘Hey,
they’re speaking for or representing the way I fee'—and that was a cool
thing.”

It was a heady time. In 1971, the Allmans toured the country relent-
lessly, and in March they recorded two of their three performances at Bill
Graham’s Fillmore East in New York, for a two-record set, At the Fillmore
East—still widely regarded as the finest live recording that rock & roll has
ever produced. In its August 1971 review of the album, Rolling Stone de-
scribed the Allmans as “one of the nicest things that ever happened to any of
us,” and as the band’s popularity grew, the rock mainstream seemed finally
ready to share this estimation. In concert, the Allmans earned every inch of
their adulation. Night after night, Duane Allman would stand centerstage,
and bouncing lightly on his heels, he would begin constructing meditative,
rhapsodic solos that ended up going places that rock had never gone before.
An unschooled musician, Allman thought in perfectly formed complete
lines, that had all the grace and dynamics of a carefully considered composi-
tion. He was perhaps the most melodically inventive and expressive instru-
mentalist that rock would ever witness.

But on October 29, 1971, as the band was at its creative peak and was
recording a new work that promised to be both a commercial and creative
leap forward, bad news made its first fateful visit to the Allmans. That
afternoon, Duane had visited the band’s “Big House” in Macon to wish
Berry Oakley’s wife a happy birthday, then mounted his motorcycle to head
back to his own home. Some have speculated that Duane was overtired from
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relentless touring and was less attentive to his driving than usual. In any
event, in the early evening darkness of a Southern night, Duane swerved his
bike to avoid a truck that had turned in front of him. His cycle skidded,
pinning Allman underneath and dragging him fifty feet. Duane’s girlfriend
and Oakley’s sister had been following in a car, and stayed with Duane until
an ambulance arrived. After three hours of emergency surgery, he died at
Macon Medical Center. He was twenty-four years old. Like the young deaths
of Charlie Parker, Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Buddy Holly, Sam Cooke,
John Coltrane, Otis Redding, Jimi Hendrix, and Janis Joplin, the loss of
Duane Allman was the loss of a tremendous musical promise. There would
be bright days to come for the Allmans, but clearly, the band’s creative center
and emotional driving force had been extinguished.

“We knew what we had lost,” says Betts. “We even thought seriously
about not going out and playing anymore. Then we thought, ‘Well, what can
we do better? We’ll just do it with the five of us.” We had already risen to great
heights by that point. But Duane didn’t experience the highest point—he
didn’t experience being accepted across the board.” Betts pauses for a long
moment, and his intense eyes seem to be reading distant memories. It’s as if,
after all these years, he can still sense deeply all the potential joy and inven-
tion that were obliterated on that day.

A few minutes later, Gregg Allman walks in, smiling. “We got it,” he
tells Betts, with obvious pleasure. Betts rushes off to the control booth, where
Dowd plays back the finished vocal. After a few bars of Gregg singing with an
uncommon ferocity about a man who just wants to feel some hard-earned
pleasures before life cheats him again, Betts’ face lights up in a proud and
relieved grin. Later, in a private moment, Betts corners Allman in the hallway
and slugs him affectionately in the shoulder. “That was some good work,” he
says. Gregg blushes and the two trade a look that speaks volumes. For all the
disappointment they have shared, and all the anger that has passed between
them, Dickey Betts and Gregg Allman are still brothers of the closest sort.

EARLY IN THE EVENING, as another storm seems to be closing in,
Butch Trucks is conducting an impromptu tour of Criteria Studios. He is
looking for some of Tom Dowd’s most prized trophies—the gold records he
earned for engineering and producing countless legendary acts, including
James Brown and Aretha Franklin—when, in one of the older studios, he
stumbles across an ebony-colored grand piano. “That’s the ‘Layla’ piano,” he
says, referring to the instrument on which Jim Gordon played pop’s most
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famous and rapturous coda. It is impossible to resist touching its still-shining
white and black keys. It is not unlike touching something sacrosanct. Clearly,
this is a room where essential modern cultural history was made—where
American and British rock & roll met for its finest and most enduring
collaboration.

Trucks settles into a nearby chair and begins to recount the story of the
Layla sessions. Clapton had come to Miami to record with the Dominos
(pianist Bobby Whitlock, drummer Jim Gordon, and bassist Carl Radle).
Producer Tom Dowd, who had worked with the Allmans on Idlewild South
and At Fillmore East, mentioned the visit to Duane Allman, a longtime
Clapton fan, who asked if he could come by some night and watch the
recording. During one of the Dominos rehearsals, Dowd relayed the request
to Clapton, who replied, “Man, if you ever know where Duane Allman is
playing, let me know.” A couple of days later, the Allmans were playing
Miami, and Dowd took the Dominos to the show. Later that night, back at
Criteria, Duane and Eric started jamming, and Clapton invited Allman to
play twin-lead on the sessions. Together, Clapton and Allman found an
empathy they had never experienced with any other players, and that they
would never match. They played probing, deeply felt interweaving melodic
lines like two strangers earnestly striving to discover and match each other’s
depths—which turned out to be an ideal musical metaphor for the sense of
romantic torment that Clapton wished to convey with Layla.

On another night, Trucks says, Clapton invited the Allmans in for an
all-night jam with the Dominos. “I don’t remember how good we were,” says
Trucks, “but it was fun. It sure would be great to hear that music again.

“After we finished that jam,” he continues, “Eric and Duane were
playing the song ‘Layla’ back for us, and all of a sudden Duane said, ‘Let me
try something.” And he put on his guitar and came up with that five-note
pattern that actually announces the song—that signature phrase that just
kind of set that song on fire.” Trucks pauses and shakes his head. Perhaps he
realizes that he is sharing a remarkable disclosure: The most revelatory riff of
Eric Clapton’s career was actually one of Duane Allman’s inspired throwaway
lines.

Trucks is surprised to learn that archivist Bill Levenson has recently dug
up the Dominos-Allmans session and plans to edit and master it for release
in a Layla retrospective package. Trucks seems intrigued at the prospects, but
he also admits that perhaps some experiences are better left to memory. “I
remember one night that was the epitome of this band,” he says. “It was
during the closing of Fillmore East, but it wasn’t the closing night, which was
the one we recorded for Eat a Peach. Instead, it was the night before. We went
on for the late show, about 1 A.M., and played a normal three-and-a-half-
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hour set, and when we came back for the encore, the feeling we got from the
crowd . . . it was something I'll never forget. I remember sitting there with
tears, just really emotional, and then we started jamming, about four in the
morning, and we quit about eight o’clock. It was just one jam that went on
and on, one thing leading to another, and it was magic.

“All together, we ended up playing seven or eight hours, and when we
finished playing, there was no applause. The place was packed, nobody had
left, but not even one person clapped. They didn’t need to. Somebody got up
and opened the doors and the sun came in, and this New York crowd, they
just got up and quietly walked out while we were all sitting up there onstage.
My mouth’s hanging open, and I remember Duane walking in front of me,
just dragging his guitar behind him, his head down, shaking it, and he says,
‘Goddamn, it’s like leaving church.” To me, that’s what music is all about. You
try to reach that level. If you’re lucky, you might get there once or twice. That
night—maybe the greatest night of our life—wasn’t recorded, and in an odd
way, I'm glad.”

Like Betts, Trucks says the loss of Duane Allman was insurmountable.
“On just about any level you can think of, it was devastating. What kept us
going was the bond that forms when you have to deal with that kind of grief.
Also, we did it for his sake as much as ours. We had just gone too far, and hit
so many new plateaus in what we were doing, to simply quit.

“The funny thing is, when Duane came back from King Curtis’s funeral
[the R&B saxophonist—one of Allman’s favorite musicians—had been
stabbed to death in New York in August 1971], he was thinking a lot about
death, and he said many times, ‘If anything ever happens to me, you guys
better keep it going. Put me in a pine box, throw me in the river, and jam for
two or three days.” We tried taking six months off after his death, but we were
all just getting too crazy from it. There wasn’t any other way to deal with it
but to play again. But the hardest thing was just that he wasn’t there, you
know? This guy was always right there in front of me—all I did was look over
and there he was—and he wasn’t there anymore.”

But the band paid hard costs for its determination. Gregg Allman
would later say he began his long bouts of drug and alcohol addiction in the
months after Duane’s death. In addition, bassist Berry Oakley began having
serious difficulties. In some ways, the mantle of leadership passed to Oakley,
but according to many observers, he was too grief-stricken over Duane’s
death to accommodate the demands. Then, in November 1972, Oakley was
riding his motorcycle through Macon when he lost control and slammed into
a city bus. The accident occurred just three blocks from where Duane had
been fatally injured, a year and two weeks earlier. Like Allman, Oakley was
twenty-four. And like Allman, he was buried in Macon’s Rose Hill Cemetery.
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“As much as Duane, Berry was responsible for what this band had
become,” says Trucks. “But in some ways, you could see Berry’s death com-
ing. With Duane, man, it was just a shot out of the blue. But Berry . . . he
just couldn’t cope with Duane being gone, and he got very self-destructive.
There were nights when you wouldn’t even know if he would be capable of
playing. More than once, he would just fall off the stage. By the time Berry
died, it was almost a relief just to see the suffering end. It was devastating, but
it was expected. We could see it coming,.

“That might sound cold or whatever, but by then another direction was
coming.”

In some ways, it was a more fruitful direction. The Allmans had re-
cruited a second keyboardist, Chuck Leavell, and after Oakley’s death, they
added a new bassist, Lamar Williams, who had played around Macon with
Jaimoe years before. In 1973, the band released its long-anticipated fifth
album, Brothers and Sisters; within weeks it went to number 1, and spawned
the group’s first Top 10 single, Dickey Betts’ countrified “Ramblin” Man.” At
long last, the Allman Brothers Band had become the dominant success that
Duane Allman and Phil Walden had dreamed it would become; indeed, as
much as any other act, the Allmans defined the American mainstream in the
decade’s early years. At the same time, no central guiding vision or consensus
had emerged to replace Duane’s sensibility. In time, there were reports that
Chuck Leavell wanted to lead the band on a more progressive, fusion-jazz-
oriented course, but that Betts felt the group was drifting too far afield from
its original blues and rock & roll roots. Also, a somewhat uneasy spirit of
competition was developing between Betts and Gregg Allman. Both had
released solo LPs and had formed their own bands (Allman’s included
Jaimoe, Williams, and Leavell), and gradually, Gregg was becoming the most
identifiable celebrity in the group. In part, this was due to his stellar romance
with (and turbulent marriage to) superstar Cher, as well as his by-then-
widely-rumored drug appetites. But Gregg’s fame was also based on some-
thing more morbid: He was a survivor in a band that seemed both brilliant
and damned, and many watched him with a certain fatalistic curiosity.

“By this time the initial spark was gone,” says Trucks. Outside, the flash
storm is hitting hard. A raging rain slashes against the windows around the
room. “We were getting a lot more predictable and were cashing in, and we
did more and more of that as the years went on—to the point where it just
finally got ridiculous, where even we could see it through our drunken
stupor.”

Even the band’s biggest moment—when the Allmans appeared at Wat-
kins Glen, New York, with the Grateful Dead and the Band, for an audience
of 600,000: the largest crowd ever assembled in America—was a hollow and
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somewhat bitter experience. “We just gave the people what they expected,”
says Betts. “Also, it was not a time for making friends. I remember that Jerry
Garcia came out onstage with us and took over. There was no doubt he was
going to dominate: He’d step right on top of Dickey’s playing. Then he made
the mistake of playing ‘Johnny B. Goode,” and Dickey just fried his ass, and
we left.” Trucks laughs at the memory, then looks saddened. “They never
seemed to like us, the Grateful Dead, and they had been gods to us at one
time. But everything was so on edge in those days, and like us, they were
really in a certain eye of the storm. They were playing for huge audiences and
were trying to sell lots of records and they had also lost a couple members of
their band, so they were probably feeling a lot of the same doubts.”

Trucks pauses and watches the rain for a moment. “The lifestyle we
were going through,” he says with open distaste. “It was just insane, fucking
rock-star ridiculousness. Also, we had quit living together, which I think
really had a lot to do with our demise. Everybody would get their own
limousines and their own suites, and we’d see each other onstage, and that
was it. And God, the cocaine was pouring. You would go backstage and there
would be a line of thirty dealers waiting outside, and the roadies would go
check it out. Whoever had the best coke, they could get in, and they would
just keep it flowing all night. That right there probably has a lot to do with
my negative feelings about the whole time. We were drifting further and
further apart, until the last couple of years were just pure bullshit. Actually,
to me they were just a blank. I was drunk twenty-four hours a day.”

Then, almost simultaneously, the Allmans achieved their proudest suc-
cess and their greatest downfall. By 1975, Phil Walden was taking a hand in
Georgia politics. He had met and struck up a friendship with Governor
Jimmy Carter a couple of years before, and Walden was among the first to
know of Carter’s plan to seek the presidency. In the fall of 1975, when
Carter’s campaign was almost bankrupt, Walden began organizing benefit
concerts, featuring numerous Capricorn acts, including the Allman Broth-
ers—Carter’s favorite American band. In the end, with Walden’s help and
federal matching funds, Carter had raised over $800,000; without Walden
and the Allmans’ support, it is unlikely that Carter would have survived the
expensive primary campaigns long enough to win the Democratic party’s
1976 nomination,

But at the same time, the Allmans’ cavalier attitude toward drug use
caught up with the band. In early 1976, a federal narcotics force began
investigating drug activities in Macon. In a short time, Gregg Allman found
himself threatened with a grand jury indictment unless he testified against
his personal road manager, Scooter Herring, who had been charged with
dealing drugs. Allman complied, and Herring was sentenced to seventy-five
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years in prison; plus, there were fears that further indictments might be
leveled against other figures in the Capricorn and Allman organizations. The
band members were furious. Herring, they insisted, had saved Allman from
drug overdoses on more than one occasion, and now Herring had been
betrayed. They felt that Gregg had dishonored the group’s sense of fraternity.
“There is no way we can work with Gregg again ever,” said Betts at the
time—and his sentiment was reportedly shared by every other member of
the band. In effect, Gregg Allman had killed off the Allman Brothers Band.
The various members went on to other projects. Betts formed Great South-
ern; Leavell, Williams, and Jaimoe played in Sea Level; and Gregg moved to
Los Angeles, where he recorded with Cher, and suffered a difficult marriage
in exile.

It took a couple of years, but the wounds healed. Betts now says: “Six
months later [ read the court transcripts and said, ‘Goddamn, this guy had
his ass between a rock and hard place.” Actually, I think we had all been set
up by a Republican administration that was trying to discredit Jimmy Carter
through his connection with Phil Walden and us.”

In the interim, the band members found they had missed playing to-
gether—that they couldn’t achieve with other bands what they had found
together, and couldn’t win the success separately they had enjoyed collec-
tively. In 1978, they regrouped; Leavell and Williams opted out for Sea Level,
and the band added guitarist Dan Toler and bassist Rook Goldflies; and for a
brief time, Bonnie Bramlett joined on vocals. The band made one successful
record, Enlightened Rogues, but then quit Capricorn, filing suit against
Walden for unpaid royalties. Shortly, Capricorn went bankrupt; Phil
Walden’s great Southern Rock empire had collapsed, bitterly. “Walden raped
us financially,” says Trucks. “He felt like he had done it all and we had
nothing to do with it. His worst point was his arrogance: I think Phil has a
hard time believing that musicians are on a social level with him. But there’s
really not much point in talking about Phil Walden.”

The Allmans moved to Arista and made two misconceived records,
Reach for the Sky and Brothers of the Road, but at decade’s end, the great pop
wars of disco and punk were raging, and there was no longer an embracing
receptivity for Southern Rock. “If we had found an audience that was ready
to listen,” says Trucks, “we would have kept going. But the yuppies wanted to
get as far away from sex, drugs, and rock & roll as they could get. Wanted to
raise their families and pretend like it never happened. Our generation was
denying its history. Well, all good things come to an end.”

In 1982, the Allmans disbanded a second time. The group members
occasionally toured in pairings, or collected for a jam, but they were playing
music that seemed to have outlived its historical moment. And there were
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further bad ends: In 1979, Twiggs Lyndon—who was the Allmans’ first road
manager and favorite roadie; who had once stabbed to death a club manager
because he tried to cheat the band; who had gone to prison and undergone
tremendous remorse—was skydiving over a New York town named Duanes-
burg, and failed to pull his rip cord; he was dead before he hit the ground. In
1983, Lamar Williams died of cancer. The greatest American band of the
1970s was no more; it was itself merely another ghost in a memory-skein of
ghosts, knitted together by the bonds of dark remembrances and lost dreams.

THE RE REMAINS one subject that people in the Allman camp aren’t
always anxious to speak about, and that is the matter of Gregg Allman—the
troubled singer who still bears the band’s deepest debts and highest expecta-
tions. “It’s almost unfair that we’re called the Allman Brothers Band,” says
Trucks, “because people just zone in on that blond singer: the last Allman. It
puts a lot more pressure on him than needs to be there. At the same time, he
puts the pressure on himself. He’s messed up plenty, and he knows it. He’s
doing everything he can to rectify it, but it’s a heavy burden. And like
anybody that has his problems, it’s a day-to-day procedure, but we’re all here
with him.

“Anyway, one thing’s for sure: You couldn’t do the Allman Brothers
without him. We’ve lost too many of us already.”

Indeed, Gregg is at once the most problematic and essential member of
the band. His drug, alcohol, and temperament problems have caused both
him and the band famous grief, and he has suffered lapses recent enough to
have made some people in and around the band wonder if this reunion can
truly last. And yet, as Trucks notes, the group cannot do without him: Gregg
Allman is more than the band’s most visible namesake; he also has the band’s
voice. Dickey Betts, Johnny Neel, and Warren Haynes can write the blues, and
along with Trucks and Jaimoe, they can still play it better than any other
rock-based band in the world. But Gregg genuinely sings the blues. It is not
an easy talent, nor can it be faked. Unfortunately, it is also a talent that, to be
rendered at its most effective, has too often involved the physical, moral,
emotional, and spiritual ruin of those who practice it. Living the blues may
sound like the hoariest cliché in the rock world, but it is also true that really
living the blues can cost you everything—and Gregg Allman has lived the
blues, as much as any singer alive.

The trick is, getting Gregg to talk about the blues he has lived. Actually,
the trick is getting Gregg to talk about much of anything. He doesn’t open up
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much to outsiders, and he even seems reticent with the friends and musicians
who have known him for a generation or more. In particular, though, he is
wary with members of the press—and for fair reason: It must not have been
much fun to find his marital and drug problems plastered across the front
pages of sensationalist tabloids for years on end. Also, he has pretty much
gone on record repeatedly and at great length about his brother’s death (it
almost drove him crazy), the Scooter Herring incident (it terrified and hu-
miliated him), and his troubles with Cher (which confused and angered
him), and chances are, he may not yet truly understand just why he has had
so many recurring drug and alcohol problems. Or perhaps he understands
perfectly well, and wouldn’t dream of explaining it.

What would be interesting to know, however, is how Allman’s relation-
ship to music has sustained him—and whether its siren’s call has hurt him
more than it ever healed him. But in Miami, he isn’t of the mind to talk. He
stays busy finishing the vocals for Seven Turns, and he doesn’t spend his voice
on gratuitous conversation with anybody. And late at night—a time when, it
has been suggested, Gregg may be more inclined to talk—Gregg is nowhere
to be found.

One weekend a few weeks later, though, Gregg is playing a blues festival
and civil rights benefit on Medgar Evers Day, in Jackson Mississippi. Seven
Turns is now finished, and reportedly Gregg is as ready as he will ever be for
an interview. Also, Gregg’s personal manager, Dave Lorry, wants the singer
to get used to playing some live shows before the Allmans’ summer tour
begins. Apparently, Gregg can still be nervous about performing live, and this
anxiety is part of what has contributed to his difficulties with drugs and
alcohol in the past. For his part, Gregg is playing the festival because two of
his old blues friends, B. B. King and Bobby “Blue” Bland, are on the bill; in
addition, Little Milton is scheduled to appear. Little Milton is Gregg Allman’s
favorite singer—a model for his own passionate style—but in a quarter-
century of following blues, Allman has never seen Milton sing live, nor has he
met him. He says he is looking forward to the chance, and is especially
anxious to play a late night jam that will feature himself, King, Bland, and
Milton.

The blues festival is being held in a big open-air metallic structure at a
fairgrounds on the edge of town. Like Miami, Jackson is subject to sudden
storms, and just before Gregg’s van arrives at the site, a late spring torrent has
turned the surrounding area to mud. Looking for a dry place for the inter-
view, Dave Lorry talks Bobby Bland into accommodating some visitors on
his homelike bus.

Seated in the bus’s central room, with his wife Danielle nearby, Gregg
isn’t much more talkative than he was in Miami. It isn’t that he’s unfriendly,
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nor is he unintelligent; it’s more like he’s shy or wary or simply exhausted
from twenty years of inquiries. He doesn’t really have much to say about
Seven Turns (“It’s a good record; I'm proud of it”), or even about working
with the Allmans again (“They’re a fine band; I'm proud to work with
them”). Even when he’s talking, Gregg seems to be living someplace inside
himself. He gets in and out of answers as quickly and simply as he can. Music
is something he plays and sings, rather than talks about, and his life, he
makes plain, is off limits. “The private facts of my life are just as private and
painful as anybody’s,” he says in his most direct moment. “I don’t enjoy
going over that stuff all the time.”

After a few minutes, Bland comes back to visit with Allman. It is a
heartening experience to meet Bobby Bland, to watch and hear him speak.
He is probably blues music’s finest living singer—a vocalist as sensual and
pain-filled as Frank Sinatra. In addition, he has a transfixing face: big, open,
warm, impossibly beautiful and animated. It is a gracious face and he is a
gracious man. If there were any justice, Bobby Bland’s image would be
celebrated on postage stamps, his bus would be full of Grammys, and he
would have the pop audience he has always deserved.

When Bland takes a seat across from Gregg, Allman’s entire manner
changes. He relaxes visibly, puts his feet up on a nearby bench, sinks back
into the sofa, and even allows himself a few unguarded smiles. Clearly, these
two men like and respect each other. They start by talking about watching the
Rolling Stones’ recent live TV broadcast, but it is not Mick Jagger or Keith
Richards or even guest guitarist Eric Clapton that they gossip about. What
engaged their interest and humor was the appearance of quintessential
boogie-bluesman John Lee Hooker onstage with the Stones and Clapton.

Allman laughs as he recalls the times he has seen Hooker on the blues
circuit. “He always has these two big white women with him, both of ’em
taller than he is,” says Allman, smiling.

“Yeah,” says Bland, “John Lee is crazy about them white women.” His
face opens up into a gentle leer, and he and Allman share a knowing laugh.

Bland regards Gregg warmly for a moment then says, “I just wanted to
see you were okay. You know, taking care of yourself.” He levels an inquiring
look at Gregg.

Gregg Allman returns the look, and then blushes. “Yeah, man,” he says,
“B. B. King gave me the same once-over last night.”

Bland smiles without embarrassment. “Well, we’re just checking on
you,” he says with paternal warmth. “Letting you know we care.”

For whatever their differences in age, temperament, or cultural and
racial background, these two men are colleagues. Bland regards Allman as a
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fellow traveler on the inescapable blues road. He knows the life Allman has
lived. He knows its hopes, and he knows its ends.

Bland also knows it’s time to let his family come aboard the bus, and
get out of the pouring rain. This means, for the moment, the interview is
over—after maybe ten minutes. Gregg can’t help looking a bit relieved.
“We'll talk later,” he says. “Right now I’d like to stay and talk with Bobby a
little while.”

Actually, as it turns out, the interview is over for good. Later, Allman
simply disappears again. One moment, he and Danielle are seated at the side
of the stage, watching Bland’s elegant blues act, and then he is nowhere to be
found. He will not be there when the evening’s blues-superstar jam tran-
spires, nor will he meet or hear his idol, Little Milton. When those events
take place, Gregg is someplace else—maybe in a darkened motel room,
watching TV, brooding.

But midway through the afternoon, he is true to his vocation, and takes
the stage in Jackson, with the rudimentary blues band that backs Wolfman
Jack. This isn’t the Allman Brothers, but Gregg remains that band’s spirit,
and as he sits behind a Hammond organ, he sings Blind Willie McTell’s
“Statesboro Blues,” Muddy Waters’ “Trouble No More,” and Sonny Boy
Williamson’s “One Way Out” not as if they were tired songs that he has sung
for a generation, but as if they were bitter facts that he was just facing in his
life. This is not the man who seemed skittish back in Miami, nor is he the
relaxed crony who shared ribald laughs with Bobby Bland earlier. No, it is a
different man altogether who sits on this stage, before maybe five hundred
people, and closing his eyes tight and tilting his head back until his blond
hair grazes his shoulders, sings as if his soul depended on it. This man is a
blues singer—he sings the music as if it were his birthright, and as if it offers
the only moments in which he can work out the mysteries of his life and his
confusion. Gregg Allman shuts his eyes very, very tight, and sings like a man
who understands that every time he sings, he is singing to ghosts. Maybe he’s
trying to make his peace with those ghosts, or maybe he’s just trying to haunt
them as much as they have haunted him.



keith jarrett’s
keys to

the cosmos

7/ Tn itchy silence rules the backstage corridor of the Pasadena Civic
f A Auditorium—a silence just about as bearable as the hush that trails a
judge’s gavel at sentencing. Keith Jarrett, thirty-three, a short, curly-headed
bundle of muscle, leans in a corner doorway rubbing the bridge of his
nose with both hands in a prayerlike motion. Just minutes before, he
finished playing the midway date of a worldwide solo piano concert tour,
a performance that should easily rank as one of the more florid and
sinewy displays of his career. But Jarrett seems heedless of the fact. He
has answered the few attempts at congratulations by the backstage party
with mutters and glares, and for the moment seems intent on a brooding
reverie. !

After several strained moments, Jarrett coughs a sharp, private laugh
and scans his guests with an impish grin. “I never realized until now,” he
says, resting his stare on me, “how vain and purposeless it would be to
attempt to describe what I just did on that stage. I mean, I'm not thinking
about the music I just played, I'm thinking about talking to you about the
music. Words are a poor substitute for experience, and in order for me to talk
about any of this at all, I'm going to have to play games with you.” He pauses
to pet the bristly contour of his mustache. “I think it’s totally appropriate
that we say nothing now.”

With that, the itchy silence returns.
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AL THOUGH HE WOULD probably bridle at the suggestion, Keith Jarrett
is to jazz what Jerry Brown is to California politics—a guileful and feisty
enigma. Jarrett doesn’t exactly brim with what might be termed straight talk,
because, simply, he doesn’t believe his designs to be comprehensible under
the myopic lens of Western scrutiny.

Jarrett, who first won acclaim for his work in Charles Lloyd’s and Miles
Davis’ early fusion ensembles, creates music that by all surface criteria is jazz:
an improvised form of music rooted in swing rhythms and blues-derived
scales. Yet his music also has a strong harmonic similarity to the work of such
twentieth-century European composers as Debussy, Barték, Schonberg, and
Stockhausen, which writers and fans alike laud as a union of jazz technique
and modern classical theory.

According to Jarrett, though, it’s nothing of the sort. He asserts that his
music is beyond categorization—devoid of will, purpose, influences, or even
conscious methods, music that very nearly transcends human processes, and
therefore, human considerations.

Jarrett has often said that when he takes his seat at the piano for a solo
concert, he has no idea what his fingers will play, that his entire performance
is in fact a “spontaneous composition.” That places what he does outside the
usual provinces of improvisation, which generally means extemporizing me-
lodic lines on given themes, harmonic progressions, or modal settings. Jarrett
theoretically constructs his theme and overall structure on the spot, which is
hardly as unprecedented or superhuman as some of his supporters claim, but
Jarrett pursues it more extensively than anyone else ever has. It is a risky
undertaking, and Jarrett’s concerts meander just as often as they enthrall.

In emphatic contrast to so many of his colleagues who rose to promi-
nence in the last decade—particularly those who, like Jarrett, passed through
Miles Davis’ bands—Jarrett has proudly shunned fusion and funk in favor of
strictly acoustic settings, including his solo campaign. Of the twenty-five
albums or collections he has released in the last five years (comprising forty-
three discs), five of those (or eighteen discs’ worth) have been solo piano
volumes, a staggering output for any artist, and all the more impressive when
one considers how first-rate it’s been.

The showstopper is Jarrett’s latest release, the Sun Bear Concerts, a ten-
record account of his 1976 solo tour of Japan assembled in a booklike slipcase
with a suggested retail tag of seventy-five dollars. No one has ever before
released a ten-record set of all new music, and it isn’t likely that anyone ever
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will again—unless it’s Jarrett. His previous solo volumes have sold well
enough to border on gold—unusually good for jazz—but Warner Bros. (the
distributors for Jarrett’s German-based ECM label) worried about how to
promote the bulky Sun Bear. Jarrett undertook a solo tour scheduled ex-
pressly to promote his monolith. Spanning New York to Tokyo, it has been
his most extensive undertaking to date.

Releasing a ten-record set doesn’t strike Jarrett as a particularly indul-
gent act, just as his oft-stated claim that no other composers or jazz artists
have influenced his style doesn’t strike him as a conceited or ill-founded
boast. In fact, he avidly disavows the merit of most contemporary music
other than his own (though he does profess a liking for Linda Ronstadt’s
pipes and an occasional Bob Dylan song), and all electronic music, he insists,
is poisonous.

Underscoring Jarrett’s grandiloquence is his temperament. On occasion
he can be just plain arrogant. He’s famous for halting concerts to scold late
arrivals or berate photographers. Other times, he’s stopped performing until
the piano can be retuned to his standards. In short, Jarrett’s music may
spring, as he claims, from egoless sources, but his disposition, it would seem,
is nothing less than the epitome of an artistic ego—proud and moody.

(O0)]

]ARRETT AND 1 meet for the first time in New York, the day after his tour
opened in mid-October 1978, with a concert at the Metropolitan Opera
House (the only other soloist who has ever been invited to play the Met was
Vladimir Horowitz). Although I've been in the city for four days, Jarrett has
had no time for an interview, and when we finally meet, it is in the back seat
of a limousine en route to LaGuardia Airport, where he is to leave for
Chicago. As we speak, he strokes the handle of a tennis racket and peers
through smoky sunglasses at New York’s disappearing skyline.

“My time is fairly important,” he says in a brittle, clipped cadence, “so I
don’t have much of it to spare. Just what did you want to ask?” There’s
nothing haughty about his manner, particularly, and nothing intimate. In-
deed, it’s about as bald and matter-of-fact as I’ve ever encountered.

[ start by asking him how consciously or analytically he monitors the
music as he’s improvising it, how much his own ear dictates what an audi-
ence hears.

“The process is mysterious,” he says evenly, removing his sunglasses
and fixing his dark eyes on mine. “That’s the best thing I can say about it.”

“Surely there are decisions you make in that moment-to-moment pro-
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cess about what notes to play and not to play, and how long and how loud to
play them?” I ask.

He shrugs a smile and half nods his head. “Since it’s all improvised,
every second may contain a hundred choices for me, and my first job is to
know whether I'm making those choices mentally or not. Like, if my finger is
about to play a note, I can’t play it because I want to play it, and yet I can’t
not play it because I don’t want to. It’s a course of thought and no thought,
decision and no decision.”

S0

WHEN JARRETT talks about the course of “decision and no decision,”
one gets the impression of a man knee-deep in an Oriental discipline, and, in
fact, some critics have viewed his music as the proselytizing excesses of a
yoga, Sufi, or Zen student. Jarrett does adhere to some kind of stoical code,
but what it is, he won’t say. The closest I can place it is Taoism, the Chinese
religious and political movement based upon the ancient Tao-te Ching. The
idea of Tao translates, roughly, as the “way” or “path,” a driving power and
rhythmic force in nature that is life’s ordering principle. It informs and
motivates man’s spirit, and when one surrenders to its pulse, one grows in
tune with the benign dictates of the universe, becoming a vehicle for its will.

Wherever Jarrett’s notions of self-propelled music spring from, they’ve
certainly come home to roost on the Sun Bear Concerts. Nowhere else in his
collected works does music seem more effortless and splendid. From the
opening phrase onward, it unfolds like an idyllic dream on the border of
consciousness, and like the best of dreams—or narratives—you never want it
to end. It is, to my mind, one of the few real self-contained epics in seventies
music.

Jarrett’s improvisations rarely rank as bona fide compositions because
they’re usually formless adventures, devoid of identifiable themes, move-
ments, and resolutions. But this is also their strength. Instead of clearly
delineated melodic trains, Jarrett focuses on a mood—most effectively in a
minor key or mode—then traces it through interminable transitions that just
skim the rim of a retainable melody. That he can do it as effectively with
atonal structures as he can with blues or impressionist forms merely indicates
the expanse of his imagination.

Probably the most striking feature of Jarrett’s solo music is the degree
of intimacy he has with his instrument, which adds an interesting hitch to his
claim that music flows of its own will through his blank consciousness. More
likely it is a process far less mystifying: Every time Jarrett places his fingers on
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the keys, he isn’t just opening himself to the whims of a muse, he’s summon-
ing his variegated background as a pianist.

Jarrett, of French-Hungarian extraction, grew up in Allentown, Penn-
sylvania. A prodigy, by age fifteen he had consumed a classical repertoire
ranging from Bach to Barték and was attracted to jazz by the Ravel-influ-
enced reveries of pianist Bill Evans. In the early sixties, Jarrett studied im-
provisation at Boston’s Berklee College of Music, where he eventually was
discharged for insubordination. He played support to almost any Boston and
New York club act that would have him (including, most notably, Art
Blakey), a practice he now lauds as the prime influence in his eclectic point of
view.

By 1966, Jarrett had settled into Charles Lloyd’s Quartet, who, with
their cultivated hippie air and breakthrough shows at the Fillmore, were one
of the earliest harbingers of fusion jazz. With them, Jarrett first began to
attract an audience for his idiosyncratic flights, including a fondness for
pummeling the piano’s interior. His subsequent tenure with Miles Davis was
weird and fitful, though he now says that the experience was as positive as he
could hope for with electronic music: “It was music that was conceived for
electronics. There was no other way of playing what Miles was coming up
with.”

In 1972, everything fell together for Jarrett. His own group—which
included bassist Charlie Haden, saxophonist Dewey Redman (alumni of
Ornette Coleman groups), and drummer Paul Motian—released two stun-
ning albums: Birth (Atlantic) and Expectations (Columbia), showcasing one
of the most protean and irrestrainable quartets of the seventies, featuring a
fully ripe Jarrett hammering out complex blues and polytonal fugues with
rock-derived fervor. Also that same year, he released his first solo album,
Facing You, for a then-obscure, budding German label called ECM (Editions
of Contemporary Music), prompting critic Robert Palmer to exult in these
pages that, “When he plays alone, Jarrett pushes his creativity to its limits.
. . . Itis without a doubt the most creative and satisfying solo album of the
past few years.”

After that first solo effort, Keith’s heart belonged to ECM—and solo
recording. Although his quartet (which had moved to ABC/Impulse) contin-
ued to record prolifically—including in a one-year span, three of their finest
albums, Fort Yawuh, Death and the Flower, and Treasure Island—they increas-
ingly became a perfunctory, misshapen unit bound together by contractual
commitments.

At ECM, the label’s producer/mentor, Manfred Eicher, allowed Jarrett
to record in any style he fancied, from the flawed In the Light (compositions
for chamber ensembles) to the sublime three-record Bremen-Lausanne. With



145
night beat

Bremen-Lausanne and the subsequent Koln Concert, Jarrett found his niche,
freely mixing gospel, impressionist, and atonal flights into a consonant
whole.

While Eicher’s production style is so meticulous and refined that it
leaves most ECM artists sounding cold and prosaic, in Jarrett’s case Eicher
furnishes the canvas best suited to the artist’s brush. Together, they make
some of the most sterling ascetic music of the day. If Keith Jarrett has at last
arrived, it hasn’t been alone.

WH EN JARRETT and I meet again, it’s on the far side of the continent, in
the backstage corridor at the Pasadena Civic Auditorium. After the show and
Jarrett’s terse dictum about the futility of words, a small cluster of nervous
admirers files into Jarrett’s dressing room for autographs. Jarrett for the most
part is cool but polite with the visitors, who seem to be seeking some mean-
ingful banter or disclosure about the mystery behind his music. Jarrett ap-
pears to both relish and reject his role as sage, depending upon the ques-
tioner.

“How does it happen,” asks a scraggly Scandinavian in stumbling En-
glish, “that you have so much energy in your hands?”

“How does it not happen that no one else does?” replies Keith with his
imp’s smile. A few moments later he abruptly turns aside another blushing
devotee’s jittery inquiry, saying, “I can’t take people who are as serious and
philosophical as you.” In near tears, the kid turns and leaves.

The next morning, Keith and I hook up again in a limousine en route to
the Los Angeles Airport, where Keith and manager Brian Carr are to catch a
flight to Hawaii. Jarrett’s cheeks and chin are marked by lines of exhaustion,
pinching his face into a tight pucker. Grudgingly he acknowledges the trans-
action of an interview. That morning in the bustling airport bar we have a
brief conversation:

“Several of the people backstage last night seemed to be trying to tell
you that they find something beyond music in your concerts—some action
or discipline that may be tied to a spiritual or philosophical level,” I venture.

“I don’t know what the words philosophical and spiritual mean. I know
that what goes on while ’m playing could be translated into philosophy by
anyone who wants to eliminate a lot of their being in the process, by con-
verting it into a system of thought or discipline. I don’t have the privilege of
doing that. If I did, it would limit the music.”

“Do you think your music conveys emotions to the audience?”
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“Conveying an emotion would be music at its most gross use. Convey-
ing the clarity of energy is music at its highest. Emotions are already so
colored. . . . For example, the music might convey an emotion if I heard
somebody click a camera. Id then have a momentary feeling; I would have to
explode. Now that wouldn’t necessarily create music, but it would be an
enema of sorts, you know, to rid myself of the moment that had just defiled
what was happening.

“I’d like to say something here without you asking a question. I came to
realize recently that I can’t let go of the essence of what’s happening to me,
moment to moment, just for the sake of etiquette. That means I'm as com-
mitted to spontaneity now as I would be playing the piano onstage. Sponta-
neity tells me what should be happening at this exact second. So if your
questions don’t fit into that, it’s an impossible subject to deal with. In a way,
the concerts preserve my life outside of the music, and vice versa. And if I let
either of them down, I’'m sinning.

“The music is the reason I'm known at all. It created the interest in
doing an interview with me. But because it was music that did, it means that
I should adhere to the laws of music. I understand the process that you need
to deal with, but I can no more help you with it than if no one was sitting in
this chair. To me, you want to talk about subjects in which I have absolutely
no concern.”

“You have no concern if people choose to categorize your music as
jazz?”

“Well, you'’re helping that. What I mean is, a lot of people won’t read
this because it’s an article on jazz, and you're helping to reinforce that
architecture. Now you're trying to reduce things that are of no concern into
interesting questions and answers. I hope my music can’t be understood
within the context of your article. Why do you think it’s so easy to forget
what I play? Because what I do isn’t about music. It’s about an experience
beyond sound.”

“You also once said that your purpose is ‘blowing people’s conceptions
of what music means.” ”

“That was me in the role of an ego. 'm growing now, and making less
of those doctrinaire statements.”

“Does that mean that your feelings about electronic music might
change in time, t00?”

“No, because those aren’t feelings, they’re physiological facts. Just being
in the same room with it is harmful, like smoking cigarettes. . . . But what
you're doing is what the Western world would love to have continue forever,
which is picking apart a world that doesn’t deserve to be picked apart. If
there’s going to be a profile of me in your magazine, it’s a profile you're
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drawing from yourself, and you’re getting answers from me because 'm not
being myself enough to jump in the air, turn a cartwheel, and leave this
room—which is what I feel like doing.”

With that, Jarrett excuses himself to make a call to his wife in New
Jersey before catching his flight. Our interview, I gather, is over.

“Look,” says Brian Carr, who’s been sitting by attentively the whole
time, “you should come over to Hawaii for a couple of days. There, he’ll have
a chance to relax and talk with more ease. After all, you two should have
more contact than this.”

E

TH REE DAYS LATER, standing in an open-air hotel lobby in rainy
Lahaina, Maui, I tell myself that more contact with Keith Jarrett is the last
thing I should have. I have been in the hotel for about an hour, trying to
reach Brian Carr with no luck, so I decide instead to ring Jarrett’s room and
say hello. It’s a mistake. Maybe I have interrupted some kind of cosmic
process, but whatever, Jarrett is fit to be tied.

“I don’t have a machine to protect me,” he snaps. “I only have one
person to act as a buffer between me and everyone else, and I don’t feel like I
should have to be disturbed by someone calling me instead of Brian. You’re
proving more and more that there’s nothing to talk about—and that there’s
no meaning to the things that we talk about.”

Does this mean, I ask myself, that I am unknowledgeable? Unenlight-
ened? Then fine. I've followed this prima donna from New York to Hawaii
and have only been able to get an hour’s worth of conversation with him. I
feel like packing my hopelessly limited Western point of view into my over-
night bag, turning a cartwheel, and leaving this island, because that seems to
be what the moment dictates. In fact, ’'m about ready to do just that when I
get a call in the hotel lobby from Carr, asking me to meet him in a bar in
downtown Lahaina.

Carr has been something of a counselor to me in my dealings with
Jarrett, and the combination of his suasion and two mai tais cools down my
indignation considerably. I agree to stay and wait for the spirit of spontaneity
to move Jarrett to a more colloquial frame of mind. Finally, as luck would
have it, in the middle of Kiss Meets the Phantom of the Park, I get a call that
Keith will see me now.

Jarrett, clad in a black Avedis Zildjian Cymbals T-shirt and jeans, greets
me at the door of his penthouse with the same distracted air that he uses to
greet his audiences. Without a word, he strolls over to the balcony, slides the
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glass partition open, then settles into an apricot-and-lime-tinted sofa. The
moist air, washing in off the ocean waves a few yards away, seems to ease
some of the tension in the room. Perched forward on the edge of his seat,
Jarrett studies his thick, muscular fingers as they clinch one another in a vise
grip.

“This interview has been hard for me,” he says in a subdued tone,
“because I don’t feel like 'm able to shake the foundation of what words are
supposed to do, which is the only way it could be my interview. I'm shaking
foundations with music, so it only makes sense that I should be able to do
that in other areas, too. The thing is, how can I express that there’s no more
to say—that all interviews are bullshit—and still allow you to do your job?”

He sinks back into the folds of the sofa, hooking his arms over its back
like a bird in roost and occasionally fluttering a hand to underscore a point.
“The solo thing I'm doing is growing more sensitive, and also more subject
to destruction, so it has to be protected. There are things now that I can’t be
asked to do that maybe five years ago I would, not because 'm getting more
eccentric or arrogant, but because the process requires more consciousness,

more tuning. Everything gets fussier and purer. . . . You know, it’s funny,
but death hovers around quite a bit at a solo concert.”

(13 3

Death?

“Yes, the possibility that I might not live through a concert because of
how vulnerable I am to anything that happens. It’s like my ego isn’t strong
enough to protect me at those moments. Sometimes 1 feel as if I'm putting
my finger on an electric line and leaving it there.”

I recall something Brian Carr had said when we first met: “It’s quite an
ordeal Keith goes through to do these solo concerts. There’s always the
possibility in some people’s minds that this just might be the night he can’t
play, the night he remains blank. I think that possibility seems just as real to
him as anyone else.”

Maybe, but I have a hunch that Keith’s ego is a whole lot tougher—and
more cunning—than he may admit. It probably shapes and informs his
music to a greater, more artful degree than any trancelike communion with
higher forces ever could. The detractive part of that ego is its haughty man-
ner with the real world and its capacity for indulgence. But that’s probably
okay. Certainly there’s no correlation between an artist’s talent or vision and
his temperament, because a lot of real bastards have made some damn
transcendent art.

I don’t have to live with Jarrett’s bullying, insolent manner, but I'm
more than happy to live with his music. As distasteful and pretentious as he
can be, he has created a vital and durable body of recordings that is going to
serve as consummate documents of solo improvisation for generations.
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After a few minutes the conversation turns to the Sun Bear Concerts.
Keith is interested in my reactions to the set and whether I think it can find
an audience. “If there’s anything I wish would sell for the right reason,” he
says, “it’s that set. I was involved in a very searching period of time when we
recorded that, and the music itself was almost a release for the search. I've
been thinking—Sun Bear is the only thing I've recorded that runs the gamut
of human emotion. I think that if you got to know it well enough, you’d find
it all in there someplace.”

“Just were did the name Sun Bear come from, anyway?”

For the first time in our conversations, Keith looks genuinely shy, al-
most humble. “It’s a very light-hearted reason,” he replies with a disarming
smile. “While we were on that tour I went to a zoo, where I saw a Sun Bear, a
small bear that looks real gentle, like a house pet, and doesn’t exist anywhere
but in Japan. The next day I had lunch with one of the Japanese recording
engineers, and I asked him about the bear because I remembered its face—a
real friendly little face. And he said, ‘Yeah, it’s a beautiful bear, but if you get
close enough, it knocks you about three blocks down the street.’

“I just liked that whole idea of an animal that looked like it would be
nice to get close to, but if you did, it would shock your very conception of
life.”

It’s my guess that if it ever came to blows between Keith Jarrett and a
Sun Bear, that little bear might have to reexamine a few conceptions of its
own.



life & death

in the u.k.

the sex pistols, public image ltd.,
joy division, new order,

and the jesus and mary chain

-7 ohnny Rotten was one of the few terrific anti-heroes rock & roll has ever
| produced: a violent-voiced bantam of a boy who tried to make sense of
J popular culture by making that culture suffer the world outside—its moral
horror, its self-impelled violation, its social homicide. His brief, rampaging
tenure with the Sex Pistols—the definitional punk band of the late 1970s—
had the effect of disrupting rock & roll’s sound, style, and meaning, unlike
any pop force before or since. Even seeing the band only once, as I did at San
Francisco’s Winterland in January 1978, brought home their consequence
with an indelible jolt. That night, Rotten danced—waded, actually—through
a mounting pile of debris: everything from shoes, coins, books, and umbrel-
las, all heaved his way by a tense, adulatory crowd. Draped in a veil of smoke
and sweat, the scene resembled nothing so much as a rehearsal for Armaged-
don, and Rotten rummaged through it all like some misplaced jester. But
when he sang—railing at the crowd, jeering the line, “There’s no future, no
future, no future for YOU!”—he was predatory and awesome. It was the
most impressive moment in rock & roll I have ever witnessed.
The morning after the show, the other Sex Pistols and their manager,
Malcolm McLaren, fired Rotten. McLaren, who conceived the group and
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purportedly engineered its rise and fall, charged that Warner Bros. (the
Pistols’ American label) had purposefully driven a wedge between Rotten and
the rest of the band, and that Rotten himself—who had influenced punk
ethos more than any other single figure—had turned into a glory-basking
rock star. “What really happened,” Rotten will tell me more than two years
after the band’s end, “is that the other Pistols [guitarist Steve Jones and
drummer Paul Cook] wouldn’t speak to me anymore. Malcolm flew them
around in airplanes, while Sid [Vicious] and I traveled across America with
roadies. You come here to see the fuckin’ country, not fly over it.” It is nearly
1 AM., and as we talk we are seated in the bar at a Los Angeles Sunset Strip
hotel, drinking rum and Cokes.

“If you really want to know, I think the Sex Pistols failed . . . miser-
ably,” Rotten says, spouting the last word with a thespian flourish. “Actually,
it was a bit embarrassing. The other people in the band never understood
what I was singing about.”

I N CONTRAST TO Johnny Rotten, John Lydon—who rose from the ashes
of Johnny Rotten and the Sex Pistols to form the experimentalist postpunk
band Public Image Ltd.—impresses some erstwhile followers as just a plain
antagonist: a tedious, ill-affected artiste who deserted his own dread visions
for fear they might destroy him. In a way, that may be true. By dealing
exclusively in abstract images and accidental sounds, Lydon no longer has to
run the risk of caring—which means he no longer needs to run the risk of
meaning. (Director Julien Temple—who made the Sex Pistols feature The
Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle, and would later film Absolute Beginners—once
told me: “What John understands is that if people love you, they have control
over you, because they can always say they don’t love you and destroy you.
But if they hate you, and you hate them in return, then you’re freer.”)

It’s also true that Lydon rankles critics and punk diehards alike because
he’s repudiated his past. By his own admission, the music he has made with
PIL aims to devastate classicist rock & roll—including punk rock—by black-
ening its themes and confounding its forms. It’s as if, after distancing himself
from the merciless primitivism of the Sex Pistols, Lydon found a fatal flaw in
rock & roll itself—namely, that it imparted the illusion of order and tran-
scendence—and decided to remake the genre. In creating PIL, Lydon an-
nounced that he wanted to form a group that was “anti-music of any kind.
I’m tired of melody.” To help him realize this end, Lydon recruited two
friends—classically trained guitarist and pianist Keith Levene, who’d been a
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founding member of the Clash, and Jah Wobble, a novice bassist and reggae
enthusiast. Lydon also saw all this new musical change as a chance to debunk
the myth of Johnny Rotten. (Actually, he delights in interchanging the sur-
names: on PIL’s album jackets he lists himself as John Lydon, though in
conversation he generally refers to himself as Johnny Rotten.) “Malcolm and
the press had a lot to do with fostering that Rotten image,” Lydon says. “I
chose to walk away from it because otherwise you have all these people out
there waiting for you to kill yourself on their behalf.

“I mean, look what happened to Sid,” he adds, referring to bassist Sid
Vicious’ arrest for the murder of his girlfriend, Nancy Spungen, and his
subsequent 1979 death by heroin overdose. A plaintive look crosses Lydon’s
face, and he stares into his drink for a long moment. “Poor Sid. The only way
he could live up to what he wanted everyone to believe about him was to die.
That was tragic, but more for Sid than anyone else. He really bought his
public image.”

It is fitting then, that Lydon named his new group Public Image Ltd.
(“The name,” he says, “means just that: Our image is limited”), and that
their debut single, “Public Image,” was an indictment of the Pistols and
McLaren. But the real focal point of the song, as well as the subsequent
album, Public Image, was the musical content: amorphous structures and
unbroken rhythms, paired with minimal melodies and Lydon’s hoodoo vo-
cals. The concept had its roots in the drone and modal experimentalism of
the Velvet Underground, Brian Eno, avant-garde composer La Monte Young
and the German group Can, while the actual sound mix resembled the
prominent bass and deep-echo characteristic of reggae dub production. In
actual effect, Lydon and PIL simply rerouted the Pistols’ much vaunted
anarchism, applying it to song structure, and in the process, authored the
first major attempt to transmogrify rock parlance since Captain Beefheart’s
Trout Mask Replica.

The rock press, though, lambasted Public Image. Rolling Stone termed it
“postnasal drip monotony,” while England’s New Musical Express dismissed
it as a “Zen lesson in idolatry.” (Warner Bros. declined to release the album
in America, even though PIL rerecorded and remixed parts of it.) Basically,
PIL agreed with the critics: “They all slagged it,” says Keith Levene, “because
it was self-indulgent, nonsimplistic, and non-rock & roll. Those are all good
points. But that’s the kind of music we intend to make. We don’t want to be
another Clash, making old-fashioned, twelve-bar rock & roll.”

But in 1980, critical perspectives on PIL start to shift. In part, that’s
because the group has come to be seen as progenitors of the English
postpunk movement, which at the time includes electronic, theorizing,
doleful bands like Cabaret Voltaire, Joy Division, and many others. It’s also
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because PIL’s own music matured measurably. With Second Edition (origi-
nally released in November 1979 in Britain by Virgin Records, in limited
edition as Metal Box—a set of three 12-inch forty-fives packaged in a film
canister), Levene fashioned a mesmerizing, orchestral guitar and synthesizer
mesh that embroiders and enwraps the dance beat—oriented rhythm section,
while Lydon wrote some of his most forceful lyrics (particularly those to
“Poptones,” a deathly account of rape told from the victim’s point of view,
and “Swan Lake,” a song about his mother’s death).

“Now all the critics love us,” Lydon says with a scornful smile. At 2 A.m.
the waitress calls for last rounds. Lydon orders a double (I can’t help but copy
him), then he continues: “I don’t trust all these people who praise us now.
They’re the same ones who waited until the Pistols were over before they
accepted them. And I’'m not sure the press appreciates at all that Public
Image is more than just a band I'm in.”

But, I note, when people open Rolling Stone and see a picture of Lydon
only—since Keith Levene wouldn’t be photographed—doesn’t that help re-
inforce the notion that PIL is, indeed, Lydon’s band?

His eyes flicker. “They can think what they fuckin’ want,” he snaps. “I
gave up a long time ago bothering about people’s opinions and impressions.
If Keith don’t want his picture taken, that’s fine. It’s a band decision, is it not?
Just appreciate it for that.”

B UT, OF COURSE, PIL was John Lydon’s band—which would become
inarguably plain with the band’s next (and probably best) album, Paris au
Printemps.

Paris au Printemps (recorded live in France in January 1980 though
never released in the United States) is the album on which PIL’s formlessness
finally became formulated—which is to say that if they could reproduce their
apparently inchoate, unpremeditated music letter-perfect live (and they
could), then it wasn’t really orderless or even all that experimental. Yet it was
visceral. Guitarist Keith Levene, bassist Jah Wobble, and drummer Martin
Atkins play momentously throughout, interweaving deliberate rhythms and
backhanded melodies into a taut webwork of crosscurrent designs and mo-
tions. Lydon offers a stunning, protean vocal performance: by turns gleeful,
derisive, virulent and, during “Chant” and “Careering,” so terrifying—in-
voking images of mob rule one minute, murder the next—as to be almost

unendurable. i
But what we hear on Paris au Printemps is more than animated, fric-
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tional music: We hear the way that music can rub up against, even threaten,
people who aren’t ready for it. By the LP’s second side, the crowd—a horde
of recherché, loud-mouthed, self-conscious gothics—have had about all the
cacophony they can handle. They want pogo beats, block chords, primal
thrums—in short, the familiar punk mannerisms they know how to react to.
Not getting these, they start to taunt Lydon, spitting jeers, demands, and
audible gobs of phlegm at him. John Lydon returns the contempt, leaning
lethally into his vocals, narrowing the distance between himself and the
implied violence, turning the insensibility of the moment back into the faces
of an audience he helped conceive but can no longer abide. “Shut up!” he
barks at one point, his scorn echoing through the hall. “I'll walk off this
fucking stage if you keep spitting . . . Dog!” Minutes later, at the close of
“Poptones,” that’s exactly what he does, dropping his microphone on the
saliva-soaked floor and stomping into the wings. In that moment, you can
hear Lydon further remove himself from any conceivable culture or subcul-
ture that might contain him. He kisses off the whole oppressive orthodoxy of
punk mindlessness, just as he once decried the manifest hopelessness of
British society.

Little wonder that Paris au Printemps also depicts an end of sorts for
PIL. Following the group’s 1980 American tour, Martin Atkins (the finest
drummer PIL’s ever had; he made the music pounce where others made it
loiter) left to form a puerile and comedic postpunk band, Brian Brain. Then,
a few weeks later, Lydon, Levene, and hidden member Jeanette Lee (who
handles much of PIL’s business) parted company with Jah Wobble after he
released two solo albums in quick succession, charging that the bassist had
used PIL backing tracks without permission.

The FLOWERS OF ROMANCE—released in 1981—sounds as if it were
recorded to scorn a myriad of losses. Only Lydon, Levene, Lee, and, on a
strictly work-for-hire basis, Atkins make the music this time, and it’s proba-
bly the most brutal, frightening music Lydon has lent his voice to since
“Anarchy in the U.K.” (A bit too frightening for PIL’s British-based label,
Virgin, which initially balked at issuing the new LP, claiming it was arrantly
noncommercial. Meanwhile, Warner Bros., which declined to release either
the first PIL album or Paris au Printemps in America, grudgingly agreed to a
small pressing.)

In contrast to the group’s earlier records—on which Levene and Lydon
piled thick, splayed layers of guitars and synthesizers on top of thunderous,
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bass-heavy rhythm tracks until chance melodies and imperative tempos
seemed to take perverse shape and then pull apart again—The Flowers of
Romance pares PIL music down to a minimalist, primordial-sounding mix of
mostly vocals and percussion. In the first cut, “Four Enclosed Walls,” Atkins’
drum shot cracks the air like rifle fire, and Lydon answers it with a quavering
howl. From there, the track turns into a fierce drum-and-vocal dialogue, with
Atkins pounding out an aberrant martial pattern and Lydon ululating
through the clatter, chanting an obscure, dreamlike conjuration about West-
ern dread and Islamic vengeance.

Later, in “Under the House”—in which John Lydon and Martin Atkins
carry their colloquy to a harrowing peak—Lydon can’t seem to separate the
nightmares from wakeful terror. Something’s after him: maybe a cadaver,
maybe a mercenary, maybe even a bad memory—it’s hard to say exactly
what. Specters of fear, death, and flight stack up so fast that words and
meanings cease to matter much. All that counts is the way the singer gives in
to the momentum of his tale, letting animistic horror possess and propel
him, as if he might fend off doom with its own likeness.

Almost everything on The Flowers of Romance pulls back, shrinks into
shielding self-interest. The title tune has already been described by certain
critics as John Lydon’s belated farewell to Sid Vicious (who, before joining
the Sex Pistols, once belonged to a band called Flowers of Romance—named
by none other than Johnny Rotten). And indeed, the song, with its disdainful
references to failed friendships and its resigned air of parting, sounds like
some sort of remembrance. But it could just as easily be about what the lyrics
purport: a ruined romance that Lydon had no difficulty leaving. For that
matter, the singer manages to denigrate or refuse so many possible alliances
over the course of this LP—sexual commitment (“Track 8”), punk fandom
(“Banging the Door”), and notions of musical accord in general—that some-
times the only ground he seems left with is the narrow path of his own
hubris.

Suddenly, in the album’s final compositions, “Go Back” and “Francis
Massacre,” the world closes in. “Go Back,” which features Keith Levene’s
only flaring guitar part on the record, is a methodical, mocking sketch of life
in Tory Britain, where the future has been banked on recycled mottos (“Im-
provements on the domestic front,” gibes Lydon. “Have a cup of tea—good
days ahead/Don’t look back—good days ahead”).

“Francis Massacre,” on the other hand, is about a future sealed off
forever. It’s a scanty, discordant account of Francis Moran—a man presently
serving a life sentence in Ireland’s Mountjoy Prison for murder. Nobody—
including Irish penal officials and Lydon’s own representatives—cares to
disclose any specifics about either Moran or his crime, and it’s hard to tell
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from the lyrics alone (a yowling litany of “Go down for life/Go down for
life”) how Lydon feels. But the sheer desolating force of the music he and
Levene make—a blaring, claustrophobic, rapacious tumult of atonal piano,
metallic drums, and furious singing—seems to act out the passions of mur-
der while simultaneously seeking to annihilate those passions, which (to me)
seems as jolting a deed of protest as music can perform.

It’s something like those incandescent moments in the Sex Pistols’
“Bodies” or “Holidays in the Sun” when the singer sought to illuminate
terror by embodying it. In “Francis Massacre,” though, John Lydon means to
turn the terror outward—to level it against a world that contains so much
pain and so many nightmares that the most reaffirming recourse available is
a brutal, racking cry of unwavering outrage.

THE MUSIC OF Joy Division—an art-minded English postpunk band
that initially struck reviewers as a tuneful version of PIL—sets forth an even
more indelible vision of gloom. In fact, it’s a vision so steeped in deathly
fixations that it proved fatal: on May 18, 1980, the group’s lead singer and
lyricist, Ian Curtis—a shy, reticent man who’d written some of the most
powerfully authentic accounts of dissolution and despair since Lou Reed—
hung himself at his home in Macclesfield, England, at the age of twenty-
three. According to journalistic accounts, he’d been depressed over failed
love. According to his songs, he’d looked upon the horror of mortal futility
and understood the gravity of what he saw: “Heart and soul—one will
burn.”

In the United Kingdom, Curtis’ suicide conferred Joy Division with
mythical status. The band’s second and last album, Closer (recorded just
prior to Curtis’ death and released shortly afterward by Factory), became one
of the fastest-selling independent-label LPs in British history. By the end of
1980, it had topped several critics’ and readers’ polls as best album. More
significant, an entire legion of Joy Division emulators—most notably Section
Twenty-Five, Crispy Ambulance, Mass, Sort Sol and the Names (names no-
body now remembers)—cropped up around England, each professing the
same icy passion for sepulchral rhythms, minor-mode melodies, and
mordant truths.

The danger in all of this grim-faced, wide-eyed hagiography, of course,
is that it serves to idealize Curtis’ death and ignores the fact that he contrib-
uted and submitted to the wretchedness he reviled by committing the act of
self-murder. Why bother then with music so seemingly dead-end and de-
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pressing? Maybe because, in the midst of a movement overrun by studied
nihilism and faddish despair, it’s somehow affecting to hear someone whose
conviction ranged beyond mere truisms. Maybe because Ian Curtis’ descent
into despair leaves us with a deeper feeling of our own frailty. Or maybe even
because it’s fascinating to hear a man’s life and desire fading away, little by
little, bit by bit. Yet none of that really says much about how obsessing Joy
Division’s music can be, how it can draw you into its desolate, chiaroscuro
atmosphere and fearful, irretrievable circuits. Draw you in and threaten to
leave you there.

0

ACTUALLY, JOY DIVISION didn’t make all that much music. The
group’s earliest work—demo tapes recorded under the name Warsaw and a
debut EP, Ideal for Living (some of which appeared in a later compilation)—
was a worthy but hardly exceptional example of a band attempting to forge
art-rock influences (mostly David Bowie, Brian Eno, and Roxy Music) and
primitivist archetypes (some Sex Pistols, a little Who) into a frenetic counter-
poise. By the time of their first LP, Unknown Pleasures, Joy Division had
tempered their style, planishing it down to a doleful, deep-toned sound that
often suggested an elaborate version of the Velvet Underground or an orderly
Public Image Ltd. In its most pervading moments—in numbers like “Day of
the Lords,” “Insight,” and “New Dawn Fades,” with their disoriented melo-
dies and punishing rhythms—it was music that could purvey Curtis’ alien-
ated and fatalistic sensibility. But it was also music that could rush and jump
and push, and a composition like “Disorder”’—or better still, the later single
“Transmission,” with its driving tempo and roiling guitars—seemed almost
spirited enough to dispel the gloom it so doggedly invoked.

Yet Joy Division never really aspire toward transcendence. In fact, their
most obsessive, most melodic piece of music, “Love Will Tear Us Apart,”
raises the possibility and then sadly shuts the door on it. A flurry of thrashing
guitars and drums—crashing out the same insistent backbeat that impels the
Clash’s “Safe European Home”—launches the song, then surrenders to the
plaint of a solitary synthesizer and Ian Curtis’ frayed singing. “When routine
bites hard,” he murmurs, “And ambitions are low/And resentment rides
high/But emotions won’t grow . . . /Then love—love will tear us apart—
again.” By tune’s end, Curtis has run out of will, but the music hasn’t. Thick,
surging synthesizer lines—mimicking the hook from Phil Spector’s “Then
He Kissed Me”—surround and batter the singer as he half talks, half croons
the most critical verse of his career: “And there’s a taste in my mouth/As
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desperation takes hold/Yeah, that something so good/Just can’t function no
more.”

Closer seems resigned to fatality from the start. It descends, with a
gravity and logic all its own, from the petrifying scenario of “Atrocity Exhibi-
tion” (a story borrowed from J. G. Ballard about a world that proffers
degradation of the flesh as sport) to the raw, raging “Twenty Four Hours,” in
which Curtis allows himself a last, longing glance at the fading vista of
existence: “Just for one moment/Thought I found my way/Destiny unfolded/
I watched it slip away.”

But Closer doesn’t stop there. Instead, it takes us through the numbing
ritual of a funeral procession (“The Eternal”) and then, in the mellifluent
“Decades,” into the very heart of paradise lost:

We knocked on the doors of hell’s darker chambers
Pushed to the limits, we dragged ourselves in
Watched from the wings as the scenes were replaying
We saw ourselves now as we never have seen
Portrayal of the trauma and degeneration

The sorrows we suffered and never were free.

The unknown now appears known, maybe even comforting. “We’re inside
now, our hearts lost forever,” sings Curtis in a voice as rueful as Frank
Sinatra’s. Somehow, it’s the album’s most beguiling moment.

In the end, Closer accedes to horror, settles into frozen straits of inviola-
ble damnation. The music turns leaden, gray, and steady because it means to
fulfill a vision of a world where suffering is unremitting and nothingness is
quiescent. Joy Division’s art is remarkably eloquent and effective, yet it lacks
the jolting tone of revolt that PIL’s work, even at its most indulgent, boasts:
that desire to attack and disarm the world, to make it eat its own hopeless-
ness. lan Curtis died for reasons that are probably none of our business, but
it would seem, at least in part, that he killed himself to slay that portion of
the world that so hurt and appalled him. John Lydon lives because he’s
figured out a way (more than once) to knock off the world and live beyond it.

Guitarist Bernie Albrecht, bassist Peter Hooke, and drummer Stephen
Morris (the three surviving members of Joy Division) have, with a guitarist
named Gillian, formed a group called New Order. This band faces not only
the task of living up to its own mythic past, but of getting by the pain of that
past and the shadow of Ian Curtis. New Order’s initial single, “Ceremony”
(reportedly written while Curtis was still alive), says that they probably can.
Is a transfixing, vehement, big-sounding piece of music, brimming with
taut cross lines of blaring guitars and an indomitable, bottom-heavy rhythm



159
night beat

section. Behind it all, mixed somewhere along with the hi-hat so that his
singing sibilates in pulsing waves, Bernie Albrecht makes a chancy vocal
debut, telling an impassioned tale about bitter memories, ineradicable losses,
and unbeaten determination.

Ironically, these images of resolve and recovery seem to suggest the
same conviction that Joy Division—who, after all, took their name from the
euphemism used to describe the prostitute section of German concentration
camps—intended to convey in the first place: that no horror, no matter how
terrible, is unendurable. Maybe that sounds as joyless and morose as every-
thing else about Joy Division’s music, but it shouldn’t. In this case, it’s
nothing less than a surpassing testament to the life force itself.

A FOLLOW-UP on PIL and New Order: I saw Public Image Ltd. on three
occasions in the years surrounding the time I wrote the above stories (which
was in 1980 and 1981). On each occasion, it became increasingly evident how
hard—if not impossible—it would be for John Lydon to outdistance his past
with the Sex Pistols. In truth, the audience simply wouldn’t allow it.

At PIL’s 1980 Los Angeles debut—at the city’s downtown Olympic
Auditorium—the band played terrifically and Lydon was plain transfixing,
but the audience that assembled to celebrate the band’s appearance, a crowd
of thuggish-looking jar-head punks who eventually became dubbed the
area’s “hardcore” subculture, very nearly upstaged the show. It was the first
time this audience had made its identity felt in such a large, collective, and
forcible way. And though its members perhaps couldn’t relate to the abstract
rhythms and forms at the heart of PIL’s music, they knew Johnny Rotten was
still a punk icon, and that was cause enough to turn the whole show into one
long skirmish.

Lydon would remain stuck with that same crowd of punk holdouts who
didn’t care much for his changing ideas of music, but instead exalted the
event (or myth) of his personality. When PIL played at the Pasadena Civic
Center in 1982, members of the audience attempted to overrun or command
the stage, and some scaled the towering speakers only to leap back onto the
crowd below. Seeing PIL with that audience was both a tiresome and reckless
experience. I spoke with many fans who vowed they would never see the
band again.

I felt the same way, though not because of the audience so much as
simply that, as good as PIL were, all their aspirations to innovation had
begun to seem as tired and dated as the old rock & roll styles they had once
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set out to subvert. But when they played the Hollywood Palladium in June
1983, the main draw (at least for me) was the news that Keith Levene (who
had written much of PIL’s best music but had become increasingly undis-
ciplined in the studio, and was a boor to boot) had quit the group. This
forced Lydon to see if he could still rise to the task of leading a band.

Of course, the punk contingent in the audience didn’t care much about
Lydon’s personal growth: They merely wanted to thrash in the spectacle of
his presence. And though Lydon’s manner still proved fearsomely charis-
matic, he seemed in many ways a much changed performer. He chatted,
joked, and flirted with the audience. (When one excitable girl jumped on-
stage to give him a kiss, Lydon kissed her back, then gushed “Guess I must be
a sex symbol!”) At times, Lydon’s easy manner had the effect of poking fun at
his own myth (“How many Johnny Rottens have we got out there?” he
inquired of the massed punks), but it was also meant to assure the audience,
if not himself, that this new version of PIL still aimed to put music above
mystique. And indeed, it turned out to be the most impressive performing
version of PIL that I would see. Lydon had assembled an all new, tuxedo-clad
group (he didn’t mention their names) that not only did an exemplary job of
replicating the former PIL’s adventurous sound, but who added a new sense
of sharpness and resiliency to it.

But as involving as the new PIL were, they still couldn’t match the
temerity of their audience. Throughout the group’s near hour-long show,
punk after punk would scrabble onstage from out of the pressed mass down
front, and dance and flail around Lydon or try to pat his red-tufted head,
until some beefy security hack would heft them off their feet and toss them
over the heads of the audience. At times it would resemble a melee, but in
truth it wasn’t: It was a carefully orchestrated ritual (though the punks
possessed a good deal more grace, and sometimes restraint, than the guards),
and though the punks’ behavior may have seemed an unnecessarily stupid,
ruffian activity, it also made for a great spectator sport (probably a great
participant sport too, if you prefer bowling from the ball’s perspective).

But all the audience’s excitement, and the pleasure that some of us took
in PIL’s musical growth, seemed secondary to one generous, surprising, and
revealing gesture by Lydon at the show’s end. “We’re going to do an oldie for
ya,” he said in his familiar mocking tone, as the band returned for their first
encore. “Sing along—you know the words.” With that, PIL vaulted into a
roaring version of the Sex Pistols greatest moment, “Anarchy in the U.K.” It
didn’t have quite the startling, shearing effect that the Pistols’ rendition of
the song did at Winterland in 1978, in their final performance, but it was still

damn exciting, and the audience responded by thrashing in near-religious
fervor.
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In 1996, Rotten made a career out of that moment. He and the original
Sex Pistols—guitarist Steve Jones, drummer Paul Cook, and the band’s first
bassist, Glen Matlock—re-formed for a tour of Europe and America. In one
way, it meant nothing, not even nostalgia, since they were simply playing
their old songs again but without the context of daring and risk that they
brought to every stage they mounted from 1976 to 1978. In another way, it
meant a great deal: The late-1990s Sex Pistols showed they were still up to the
job of assaulting rock & roll with as much venom and intelligence as any-
body, and more important, their shows were reminders of what a damn fine,
indelible, and perfect body of rock & roll songwriting (matchlessly inventive
anthems) they wrought in their brief, world-changing season twenty years
prior. For those few nights in 1996, John Lydon was undeniably Johnny
Rotten again, and it seemed wonderfully possible that rock & roll might still
be the fiercest, most frightening popular art on earth.

N EW ORDER'S STORY also continued—in fact, still continues. More or
less.

At first it was obvious that the band couldn’t immediately surmount
the loss of Ian Curtis, who had pretty much shaped and dominated Joy
Division’s thematic image. Some fans, in fact, felt his presence was so over-
powering that it held the band back onstage. But for all of Curtis’ deadly
excesses, he also had a clear-cut point of view: Curtis knew that damnation
was what he stood for, and he didn’t flinch from what that entailed.

By contrast, New Order didn’t seem to have much of an idea of what
they stood for, except outliving the grim shadow of their past. Just when an
audience was finally eager to hear what this band had to say, they lost the
personality who had made them notable in the first place. And while nobody
in New Order seemed to want to imitate Curtis, nobody in the band seemed
up to replacing him either.

In such early singles as “Everything’s Gone Green,” and their disap-
pointing debut album, Movement, New Order didn’t offer much more than a
synthesized reworking of their once thick, surging sound. It was prettier and
more disciplined than Joy Division’s sound, to be sure, but also less exciting
and involving. Whatever was being said about their new life—that of a band
that had to live with an ineradicable loss—was never clear. The words, and
even the vocals themselves—delivered by guitarist Bernie Albrecht—got lost
in tricky mixes that reduced lyrics to a kind of atmospheric filler. As a result,
Movement didn’t matter as much as Joy Division’s music or myth had. As the
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U.K. scene shifted to a more rhythmic aesthetic, Joy Division’s influence
diminished, and with it, perhaps, New Order’s best chance for preeminence.

And then in 1983, New Order rebounded with Power, Corruption and
Lies—one of the most compelling albums of that year, and nearly the equal
to their former achievements with Joy Division. Still, it was pretty much
impossible to say what Power, Corruption and Lies was “about” in the way
that one could say what Joy Division’s music was about. If anything, New
Order seemed to be a band about form. Their version of postpunk sound was
a clean, taut, swirling lacework of interlocking guitar and synthesizer motifs,
buttressed by a massive, uniform dance pulse—a sound that overshadowed
the emotions and meanings within it, to the degree that sound became the
sole medium and object of those emotions. This idea first came across in the
group’s wondrous 1982 single “Temptation,” but it came into its own fully
with Power, Corruption and Lies.

The collective elements of sound on that album (still New Order’s best)
feel as if they’re about a great deal indeed. The sharp-edged arpeggiated
guitar lines and swathed synthesizer webs on “Your Silent Face,” “Leave Me
Alone,” and “Age of Consent” interweave over pulsating dance patterns as
though the sound were meant to put across a vital meaning—yet as if that
feeling and meaning were simply the expression of the sound itself. By com-
parison, the vocals aren’t much more than a fine touch of emotional embel-
lishment, putting forth some surprisingly axiomatic notions of romantic
desperation as if it was finally time to acknowledge the truth of Ian Curtis’
dissolution. Yet the words aren’t what carry Power, Corruption and Lies’
substance. Even the best vocals and lyrics on the album pale beside the
eloquence of the guitars and synthesizers which surround and overwhelm
them.

Power, Corruption and Lies was a synthesis of rhythm, texture, and
emotion, existing for its own pleasure. In 1983, it sounded like rhapsodic,
impassioned pop: music with a force of human heart that counted all the
more for the hard truths it had to withstand to find its own confidence and
soul. But New Order never really surpassed that moment. They went on to
make several more albums, some rapturous-sounding, some forgettable, and
none that ever helped make up for what they lost on that fatal day in May
1980.

OO0

Whiat WOULD HAVE happened if a group dared to resurrect or
reinvent punk in Britain with the same mix of arrogance and vision that the
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Sex Pistols once flourished? No doubt that group would have been con-
demned and resented as Johnny Rotten’s band was—which is just what befell
the most controversial and perhaps most important British band of the mid-
1980s, a ragged-looking, glorious-sounding quartet called the Jesus and Mary
Chain.

Like the Pistols, the Jesus and Mary Chain played music that was imme-
diately a shock, music that demanded you come to terms with its perspective,
if only to reject or fight it. The group’s early singles, “Never Understand” and
“Upside Down,” pitted lovely tunes and dreamy vocals against screeching
feedback and relentless pandemonium—a mix that, as one British writer put
it, suggested a plausible teaming of the Beach Boys and Cleveland, Ohio’s,
late 1970s great avant-garde pre-punk band, Pere Ubu. This approach was
both acclaimed and derided in England, where the Jesus and Mary Chain,
much like the Sex Pistols, largely had to be seen to be heard. (The band’s
early concerts reportedly incited strong reactions—sometimes outright
crowd convulsions—just like early punk.)

While the group’s 1985 debut album, Psychocandy, didn’t win over
many detractors or break through the hegemony that ruled that period’s
British and American radio, the album nonetheless showed that the Jesus and
Mary Chain’s musical conceptions probably had both substance and mileage.
The band’s mix of mellifluence and noise held up beautifully over Psycho-
candy’s forty-minute-plus length. Every track on the album had a life and
magnetism of its own, and they all sounded affecting, galvanizing, and inven-
tive.

But for all the brave new territory Psychocandy staked out, at times it
seemed to summarize or refashion pop-punk style instead of breaking with
it. Between the album’s wailing dissonance and lovely melodies, one could
find allusions to many musical parents, not merely the Pistols (while the
Jesus and Mary Chain caught that band’s howling guitar sound, they pre-
ferred patient rhythms to galloping ones), but also hints of the Beatles (Jesus’
“Just like Honey” took “Love Me Do” and fused it with “Helter Skelter”),
elements of mid-1960s pop styles (imagine Motown as it might have sounded
played by the Seeds and produced by Phil Spector), and, of course, strong
echoes of such earlier trailblazers as the Velvet Underground and Joy Divi-
sion.

Psychocandy proved among the finest, most provoking British albums of
the mid-1980s. By balancing sweet melodies and raw cacophonies so power-
fully, the Jesus and Mary Chain were saying that dreams and anguish, hope
and fear, are necessary counterparts in both life and music. By asserting that
obvious truth, the group reinvented (if only briefly) punk’s original courage
and vision, on the band’s own terms.
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Whereas punk drew a dividing line across rock & roll and demanded
that you stand on one side or another, the Jesus and Mary Chain drew a line
and then occupied it alone, turning that line into a scary and alluring union
of two opposing worlds. Jesus and Mary Chain—Ilike the Sex Pistols or Joy
Division—pretty much ended up as one of the few that truly made good on
the possibilities that their music raised. The band went on to make other
terrific records—the mesmerizing Darklands (1987), as well as Barbed Wire
Kisses (1988), Automatic (1989), Honey’s Dead (1992), and Stoned and De-
throned (1994). None of them, though, would prove such a wailing judgment
of what became of British punk and pop style as 1985’s Psychocandy. All these
years later, it is still a record that can thrill you—like the best and worst
stolen orgasms of your life—or that can drive you into a bad, spooky corner
of your mind and spirit, as if you just finally realized how mad, worthless,
wonderful, and disarrayed life truly is, regardless of your best efforts to
impose hope and design on to all its unbeatable final disorder.



the clash:
punk beginnings,

punk endings

uck that shit,” says Joe Strummer, the thuggish-looking lead singer of the
" Clash, addressing some exultant kids yelling “Happy New Year” at him
from the teeming floor of the Lyceum. “You've got your future at stake.

- Face front! Take it!”

In sleepy London town, during the murky Christmas week of 1978,
rock & roll is being presented as a war of class and aesthetics. At the crux of
that battle is a volcanic series of four Clash concerts—including a benefit for
Sid Vicious—coming swift on the heels of the group’s second album, Give
’Em Enough Rope, which entered the British charts at number 2. Together
with the Sex Pistols, the Clash helped spearhead the punk movement in
Britain, along the way earning a designation as the most intellectual and
political punk band. When the Pistols disbanded in early 1978, the rock press
and punks alike looked to the Clash as the movement’s central symbol and
hope.

Yet, beyond the hyperbole and wrangle that helped create their radical
myth, the Clash brandish a hearty reputation as a rock & roll band that, like
the Rolling Stones or Bruce Springsteen, must be seen to be believed.
Certainly no other band communicates kinetic, imperative anger as potently
as the Clash. When Nicky “Topper” Headon’s single-shot snare report
opens “Safe European Home” (a song about Strummer and lead guitarist
Mick Jones’ ill-fated attempt to rub elbows with Rastafarians in the Jamai-
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cans’ backyard), all hell breaks loose, both on the Lyceum stage and
floor.

Like the Sex Pistols, the Clash’s live sound hinges on a massive, orches-
tral drum framework that buttresses the blustery guitar work of Jones, who
with his tireless two-step knee kicks looks just like a Rockettes’ version of
Keith Richards. Shards of Mott the Hoople and the Who cut through the
tumult, while Strummer’s rhythm guitar and Paul Simonon’s bass gnash at
the beat underneath. And Strummer’s vocals sound as dangerous as he looks.
Screwing his face up into a broken-tooth yowl, he gleefully bludgeons words,
then caresses them with a touching, R&B-inflected passion.

Maybe it’s the gestalt of the event, or maybe it’s just the sweaty leather-
bound mass throbbing around me, but I think it’s the most persuasive rock &
roll show I’'ve seen since I watched the Sex Pistols’ final performance in San
Francisco earlier in the same year.

I try to say as much to a reticent Joe Strummer after the show as we
stand in a dingy backstage dressing room, which is brimming with a swelter-
ing mix of fans, press, and roadies. Strummer, wearing smoky sunglasses and
a nut-brown porkpie hat, resembles a roughhewn version of Michael Corle-
one. Measuring me with his wary, testy eyes, he mumbles an inaudible
reply.

Across the room, Mick Jones and Paul Simonon have taken refuge in a
corner, sharing a spliff. “You a Yank?” Jones asks me in a surprisingly deli-
cate, lilting voice. “From "ollywood? Evil place, innit? All laid back.” Accord-
ing to the myth encasing this band, Jones, who writes nearly all of the Clash’s
music, is the band’s real focal nerve, even though the austere Strummer
writes the bulk of the lyrics. In the best Keith Richards tradition, the fans see
Mick as a sensitive and vulnerable street waif, prone to dissipation as much as
to idealism. Indeed, he looks as bemusedly wasted as anyone I've ever met.
He’s also among the gentler, more considerate people I've ever spent time
with.

But the next evening, sitting in the same spot, Mick declines to be
interviewed. “Lately, interviews make me feel ’orrible. It seems all I do is
spend my time answering everyone’s charges—charges that shouldn’t have to
be answered.”

The Clash have been hit with a wide volley of charges, ranging from an
English rock-press backlash aimed at what the critics see as reckless politics,
to very real criminal charges against Headon and Simonon (for shooting
valuable racing pigeons) and Jones (for alleged cocaine possession). But
probably the most damaging salvo has come from their former manager,
Bernard Rhodes, who, after he was fired, accused the band of betraying its
punk ideals and slapped them with a potentially crippling lawsuit. Jones, in a



167
night beat

recent interview, railed back. “We’re still the only ones true to the original
aims of punk,” he said. “Those other bands should be destroyed.”

THE CLASH FORMED as a result of Joe Strummer’s frustrations and
Jones’ rock ideals. Both claimed to have been abandoned at early ages by their
parents, and while Strummer (the son of a British diplomat) took to singing
Woody Guthrie and Chuck Berry songs in London’s subways for spare
change during his late teens, Jones retreated into reading and playing Mott
the Hoople, Dylan, Kinks, and Who records. In 1975, he left the art school he
was attending and formed London SS, a band that, in its attempt to meld a
raving blend of the New York Dolls, the Stooges, and Mott, became a legend-
ary forerunner of the English punk scene.

Then, in early 1976, shortly after the Sex Pistols assailed London, Mick
Jones ran into Strummer, who had been singing in a pub-circuit R&B band
called the 101ers. “I don’t like your band,” Jones said, “but I like the way you
sing.” Strummer, anxious to join the punk brigade, cut his hair, quit the
101ers, and joined Jones, Simonon (also a member of London SS), guitarist
Keith Levene (later a member of Public Image Ltd.) and drummer Terry
Chimes (brilliantly renamed as Tory Crimes) to form the Clash in June of
1976. Eight months later, under the tutelage of Bernard Rhodes, the Clash
signed with CBS Records for a reported $200,000.

Their first album, The Clash (originally unreleased in America; Epic,
the group’s label stateside, deemed it “too crude”), was archetypal, resplen-
dent punk. While the Sex Pistols proffered a nihilistic image, the Clash took a
militant stance that, in an eloquent, guttural way, vindicated punk’s negativ-
ism. Harrowed rhythms and coarse vocals propelled a foray of songs aimed at
the bleak political realities and social ennui of English life, making social
realism—and unbridled disgust—key elements in punk aesthetics.

But even before the first album was released, the punk scene had dealt
the Clash some unforeseen blows. The punks, egged on by a hysterical En-
glish press, began turning on each other, and drummer Chimes, weary of
ducking bottles, spit, and the band’s politics, quit. Months passed before the
group settled on Nicky Headon (also a member of Mick Jones’ London SS) as
a replacement and returned to performing. By that time, their reputation had
swelled to near-messianic proportions.

When it was time for a new album, CBS asked Blue Oyster Cult pro-
ducer Sandy Pearlman to check out the Clash’s shows. “By a miracle of God,”
says Pearlman, “they looked like they believed in what they were doing. They
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were playing for the thrill of affecting their audience’s consciousness, both
musically and politically. Rock & roll shouldn’t be cute and adorable; it
should be violent and anarchic. Based on that, I think they’re the greatest
rock & roll group around.” Mick Jones balked at first at the idea of Pearlman
as their producer, but Strummer’s interest prevailed. It took six months to
complete Give ’Em Enough Rope, and it was a stormy period for all con-
cerned. (“We knew we had to watch Pearlman,” says Nicky Headon. “He gets
too good a sound.”)

But nowhere near as stormy as the album. Give ’Em Enough Rope is rock
& roll’s State of Siege—with a dash of Duck Soup for comic relief. Instead of
reworking the tried themes of bored youth and repressive society, Strummer
and Jones tapped some of the deadliest currents around, from creeping
fascism at home to Palestinian terrorism. The album surges with visions of
civil strife, gunplay, backbiting, and lyrics that might’ve been spirited from
the streets of Italy and Iran: “A system built by the sweat of the many/Creates
assassins to kill off the few/Take any place and call it a courthouse/This is a
place where no judge can stand.” And the music—a whirl of typhonic guitars
and drums—frames those conflicts grandly.

e}

THE DAY AFTER the Clash’s last Lyceum show, I meet Joe Strummer and
Paul Simonon at the Tate Gallery, London’s grand art museum. Simonon
leads us on a knowledgeable tour of the gallery’s treasures until we settle in a
dim corner of the downstairs café for an interview.

We start by talking about the band’s apparent position as de facto
leaders of punk. Strummer stares into his muddy tea, uninterested in the idea
of conversation, and lets Simonon take the questions. Probably the roughest-
looking member of the group, with his skeletal face and disheveled hair,
Simonon is disarmingly guileless and amiable. “Just because I'm up onstage,”
he says in rubbery English, “doesn’t mean that I'm entitled to a different
lifestyle than anyone else. I used to think so. Id stay up all night, get pissed,
party all the time. But you get cut off from the workaday people that way. I
like to get up early, paint me flat, practice me bass. I see these geezers going
off to work and I feel more like one of them.”

But, I note, most of those same people wouldn’t accept him. They’re
incensed and frightened by bands like the Clash.

Strummer stops stirring his tea and glowers around. “Good,” he
grunts. “I'm pleased.”
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This seems a fair time to raise the question of the band’s recent bout
with the British rock press. After Give ’Em Enough Rope, some of the band’s
staunchest defenders shifted gears, saying that the Clash’s militancy is little
more than a fashionable stance, and that their attitude toward terrorist vio-
lence is dangerously ambiguous. “One is never entirely sure just which side
[the Clash] is supposed to be taking,” wrote Nick Kent in New Musical
Express. “The Clash use incidents . . . as fodder for songs without car-
ing.”

Strummer squints at me for a moment, his thoughtful mouth hemming
his craggy teeth. “We’re against fascism and racism,” he says. “I figure that
goes without saying. I’d like to think that we’re subtle; that’s what greatness
is, innit? I can’t stand all these people preaching, like Tom Robinson. He’s
just too direct.”

But that ambiguity can be construed as encouraging violence.

“Our music's violent,” says Strummer. “We’re not. If anything, songs
like ‘Guns on the Roof” and ‘Last Gang in Town’ are supposed to take the piss
out of violence. It’s just that sometimes you have to put yourself in the place
of the guy with the machine gun. I couldn’t go to his extreme, but at the
same time it’s no good ignoring what he’s doing. We sing about the world
that affects us. We’re not just another wank rock group like Boston or
Aerosmith. What fucking shit.”

Yet, I ask, is having a record contract with one of the world’s biggest
companies compatible with radicalism?

“We’ve got loads of contradictions for you,” says Strummer, shaking off
his doldrums with a smirk. “We’re trying to do something new; we’re trying
to be the greatest group in the world, and that also means the biggest. At the
same time, we’re trying to be radical—I mean, we never want to be really
respectable—and maybe the two can’t coexist, but we’ll try. You know what
helps us? We’re totally suspicious of anyone who comes in contact with us.
Totally. We aim to keep punk alive.”

The conversation turns to the Clash’s impending tour of America.
“England’s becoming claustrophobic for us,” says Strummer. “Everything we
do is scrutinized. I think touring America could be a new lease on life.”

But the American rock scene—and especially radio—seems far re-
moved from the world in flames that the Clash sing about. (While the Clash
may top the English charts, they have yet to dent Billboard’s Top 200. “We
admit we aren’t likely to get a hit single this time around,” says Bruce Harris
of Epic’s A&R department. “But Give ’Em Enough Rope has sold forty thou-
sand copies and that’s better than sixty percent of most new acts.”) I ask if a
failure to win Yankee hearts would set them back.
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“Nah,” says Strummer. “We’ve always got here. We haven’t been to
Europe much, and we haven’t been to Japan or Australia, and we want to go
behind the iron curtain.” He pauses and shrugs his face in a taut grin. “There
are a lot of other places where we could lose our lives.”

(S|

THE NEXT TIME I meet the Clash, over three years later, is in fact in
America—in the city of Los Angeles.

By way of greeting me, Joe Strummer points at the roughhewn crop of
Mohawk hair that flares from the top of his head, his thumb cocked back like
a pistol. “You know why I did this, don’t you?” he asks, leaning forward, a
conspiratorial smile shaping his lips. We're seated in a dressing room back-
stage at the Hollywood Palladium, where the Clash are midway through a
five-date engagement—their first appearances in the area since the group’s
1980 London Calling tour. Strummer and his bandmates—guitarist Mick
Jones, bassist Paul Simonon, and drummer Terry Chimes (the latter, newly
returned to the Clash’s fold)—are about to hit the stage for the afternoon’s
peremptory soundcheck, but first Joe wants to share a little revelation about
his newly acquired headdress.

“I did it,” he says, “to try to force some confrontation this time around.
I wanted people to react to it, to ask me just what the hell ’'m on about. I
thought it might stir up a little friendly conversation, if you know what I
mean.”

And has it? T ask.

Joe gets a look that’s part disappointment, part bafflement. “No, not
much. Maybe people find it a little too scary, you know, too serious. Over
here, you Americans never seem to know how to take matters of style. It’s like
you view it as a threat, as rebellion. In England, style signifies, um . . . like
identity. I would never equate something as simple as a radical haircut with a
true act of rebellion.”

“So, Joe, then what is true rebellion? Because cultural revolt
seems to be the signal thing the Clash stand for in a lot of people’s
minds.”

Strummer regards the question in silence for a few moments, then fixes
me with a level stare. “Cultural revolt . . . I'm not sure that’s it exactly. But
I'll tell you what I've come to think real rebellion is: It’s something more
personal than that—it’s not giving up. Rebellion is deciding to push ahead
with it all for one more day. That’s the toughest test of revolt—keeping
yourself alive, as well as the cause.”
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PerseveErancE as revolt: The notion may seem a far cry from the brand
of immediate, imperative, insurgent passion that made Joe Strummer’s early
exclamations seem so fearsome and world-wrecking—the youth-prole senti-
ments, stricken terrorist manifestos and iconoclast allegations that stoked
incendiary rally calls like “1977,” “Guns on the Roof,” “White Riot,” and
“Safe European Home”—but at the same time, no other band in recent
history has made stamina stand for as much as has the Clash.

Indeed, over the lightning distance of six years, four U.S. tours (and at
least twice as many U.K. treks), and five album sets (comprised of eight LPs
and a hundred songs), the Clash have managed to stake a larger claim on
questions of cultural, political, and moral effect—place greater weight and
liability on the purposes of rock & roll—than any other band since the
Beatles, the Rolling Stones, or the Who. Probably the only other band that
compares with them in terms of social and aesthetic force these last ten years
is the Sex Pistols—and their design, it seems, was simply not just to raze
popular culture, but also to level the world around it, themselves included.
The Sex Pistols could never have made a second album, and chances are they
always knew it—but then making records wasn’t their long suit. For the
Clash, making music is a way of making further possibilities of life, a way of
withstanding inevitable defeats—a way of “not giving up.”

Yet trying to live out revolt as daily ethos can be a steep act; for one
thing, it means no doubling back. Since 1977, each new Clash release has
sought to outdistance its predecessors in bold and irrevocable ways. Give ’Em
Enough Rope (1978) magnified the band’s musical force, while also broaden-
ing their sociopolitical focus, from the narrow obsessions of U.K. punk
sedition to the fiery reality of the world outside—a world mired in tyranny
and aflame in blood and mutiny. London Calling, at the close of the following
year, carried revolt over to the means of style and the object of history—
resulting in the band’s most sharply crafted, popularly accessible effort to
date. It also resulted in a resounding statement on how to live heroically and
honorably in a world where such notions spell certain disillusionment and
probable subjection (“Clampdown,” “Death or Glory”). And then, in 1980,
the group issued their uncompromising, bulky masterwork, Sandinista!—an
opus that tried to expand the vernacular and sensibility of popular music by
melding rock’s form with remote cultural idioms—Tlike reggae, gospel, Euro-
pop, American funk, and rap—and unflinching social realities; in other
words, by mixing dread with innovation, for matchless effect. Overall, what
has emerged is a body of work that has upped the ante on punk—forced it to



172

mikal gilmore

reach outward, to risk compromise, to embrace conflict, even if it means
conflict with punk’s own narrow presentiments.

What also results, though, is a kind of self-imposed state of contradic-
tion that can, on occasion, seem to undermine the group’s grandest designs.
After all, it’s one thing to start out to upend rock convention, and quite
another to end up proclaimed as “The World’s New Greatest Rock & Roll
Band.” Yet the physical impact of the Clash’s live shows, and the stimulative
force of London Calling—incorporating, as it did, British symbols and symp-
toms as text, and American rock & roll as context—had just that effect: It
made the Clash appear as the last great hope, if not preservers, of the very
tradition they had set out to thwart.

Yet the Clash have also tainted some of their best gestures with a
maddening flair for miscalculation and self-importance. Sandinista! falls un-
der that charge for many critics and fans (“Imagine,” one writer friend told
me, “the audacity, the waste behind believing that everything you record
deserves to be heard: who do these guys think they are—the Keith Jarretts of
punk?”), though for my taste, it’s the Clash’s strongest, best enduring work,
an unrepressed paradigm of creativity.

Less successful, I think, was last year’s late spring series of concert
events at Bond’s Casino in New York (eighteen shows in fifteen days), that
seemed to indicate on one level the Clash’s startling naiveté about audience
prejudices and business concerns, and on another, their inability to adopt
Sandinistal’s range and depth to a live format. (In true scrupulous fashion,
the Clash, along with friend and filmmaker Don Letts, documented the
whole debacle in movie form: The Clash on Broadway, though it never re-
ceived wide release.) More recently, there are the problems of Combat Rock—
a heavy-handed, strident, guileful, muddled album about artistic despair and
personal dissolution that derives from those conditions rather than aims to
illuminate them—and, of course, Joe Strummer’s widely reported defec-
tion—or “hiatus,” as the group calls it—in the early part of 1982.

Not surprisingly, the Clash worked those setbacks to their favor. Strum-
mer returned to the group after a month-long sabbatical in Paris (though by
that time, virtually their entire U.K. tour had been blown out of the water),
appearing stronger and more resolved than ever before. What’s more, Com-
bat Rock proved to be the band’s most critically and commercially successful
record in England since 1978’s Give *’Em Enough Rope (not bad work for a
band that had grown painfully, almost fatally, unfashionable in their own
homeland).

Not even the loss of Topper Headon—the prodigious drummer who
had reportedly held great influence on the band’s recent musical progressiv-
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ism, only to bail out five days before their current American tour for reasons
that may never be publicly explained—not even that could disarm the Clash’s
resurging spirit. Manager Bernard Rhodes (also newly returned to the fold)
and road organizer Kosmo Vinyl simply recruited original drummer Terry
Chimes on a work-for-hire basis, and sequestered him, along with the group,
for three days of relentless rehearsals. Forty-eight hours later, the Clash, the
very same Clash that had recorded the group’s resplendent 1977 debut al-
bum, were on tour once again in America—a bit battle-scarred, more than a
little uncertain at moments, but playing with more mastery, unity, and
momentum than they ever had before.

In fact, oddly enough, it’s the hardcore potency of their current shows
that may be the only thing to fault the Clash for this time around. From the
opening edict of “London Calling” to the closing salvos of “Complete Con-
trol,” “Clash City Rockers,” and “Garageland,” these are urgent, clamorous,
throat-throttling shows—as if the band had just jumped out of Black Market
Clash and onto a stage, replete with ferment and sweat. But in that, they’re
also surprisingly prudent affairs. Missing are all the adventurous touchstones
from Sandinistal, or even the oft-center filler pieces from Combat Rock. The
lamentable “Know Your Rights” and “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” were
the staples here, with occasional game stabs at “Rock the Casbah,” “Car
Jamming,” or the beautiful, mournful “Straight to Hell.”

And yet . . . and yet, though this is the Clash’s unabashed greatest-
hits concessional tour, these were also the most moving, powerful and mean-
ingful shows I’ve ever seen from this band. To watch the Clash in their early
English jaunts or their first couple of U.S. tours—with the group issuing
“Safe European Home” and “Guns on the Roof” as life-threatening and
world-saving calls to truth—was to watch a rock & roll band (the strongest
since the Who; the most vaulting since the Rolling Stones) stake a larger
claim on terror, revolution, and deliverance than any pop culture force before
it (the Sex Pistols fell just short of the deliverance part—that is unless you
equate deliverance with self-dissolution). But to watch the Clash in 1982—as
they mount the pace of “Somebody Got Murdered,” or seize the pulse of
“Clampdown”—is to watch a band that has learned how costly it can be to
try to live those claims, a band that’s learned that to redefine the intent and
weight of pop culture isn’t enough: You have to make a new definition with
every new gesture; you have to keep the designs behind those gestures sharp
and unsparing; and you have to be willing to risk the refusal or flattening of
those gestures, if not your own failure. Above all, it’s to watch a band that’s
learned that they will probably lose far more than they’ll ever win, that
someday, if they really care enough, they’ll probably lose it all.
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“I'tL TELL YOU what makes these shows so strong,” says Mick Jones,
one late afternoon, over eggs and hash-browns at a popular Santa Monica
Boulevard diner. “It’s a celebration: We’re out there celebrating that we
exist—we made it this far, we made it another night.”

Jones pauses for a few moments and pokes idly at his still unexplored
breakfast. “Still, I wonder,” he says. “Don’t you think people just like it
because they think they’re getting the old Clash this time around—the Clash
the way it should be? I bet that’s what it is.”

No, I answer, I think they like it because it seems like an explosive,
unyielding show. Also, to be frank, because the band’s never sounded more
confident or better unified.

Mick ponders that for a moment as he watches the flutter and traffic of
the boulevard. “I think we are playing pretty good . . . I feel all right about
the shows, but I don’t feel it’s as much fun as it used to be somehow. We used
to kind of explode. We play better now but for me personally . . .

“I'm in a place now where I'm working onstage in accompaniment to
what Joe’s doing with the words. My part of it is to hold it all together, help
keep the rhythm section locked. Joe stops playing the guitar a lot, you know,
and those are moments where the instrumentation could use a bit of embel-
lishment, so me hands are going all the time. But also, ’'m just not going over
the top as much these days, leaping about and all that. I'm trying to control
myself a bit more.”

Yet, I point out, Jones has some of the most commanding rock & roll
moments of the show—in particular, his galvanizing performance of “Some-
body Got Murdered.” Every time they perform that song, a large segment of
the audience shouts along on the line: “I've been very hungry/But not
enough to kill.”

“The important thing about that song,” says Jones, “is that it isn’t any
particular person who gets killed—it’s just amybody. It’s funny, in some
places we play, where people live in extreme poverty—like northern En-
gland—the audience seems to understand the line about not killing better.
But in richer places, people understand the other part better, the part about
‘Somebody’s dead forever.” I think it’s their way of saying that, even though
they might have money, they understand they can still lose it all—not just
the money, but their lives. But the audiences are more mixed here in L.A.,
aren’t they?”

Jones starts to pick gradually at his breakfast, now that it’s good and
cold. “America,” he says, a thin tone of distaste in his voice. “The people here
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never really took punk of our kind seriously—always treated it like some sort
of bloody joke. It’s a shame that a group like the Sex Pistols had to come out
here to the land of promise just to burn out. Come out here and act out their
gross end—that Sid and Nancy play. America screwed them up. That’s what
we’ve tried not to have happen to us, going the way of the Sex Pistols—
getting swallowed up by America.”

It’s interesting I note, that almost all of the Clash’s music since the first
album has moved more and more away from strictly English topic matter
and styles. Sandinista! seemed like a rampart of Third World concerns.

“Yeah, well it was,” says Mick, “and that didn’t particularly win a lot of
hearts and minds at the record company. We knew it was going to be
difficult, because we kept meeting resistance with the idea, but we were very
stubborn and went straight ahead. Sandinista! is quite special to me. It
wasn’t, as some critics say, a conscious effort to do ourselves in. Originally
we’d wanted to do a single a month, then put out a double album at the end
of the year, like London Calling. But CBS wouldn’t have that, so we thought,
All right, three albums for the price of two it is. We probably could’ve gone
without releasing another record for a year or so. I think people would’ve still
been listening to it—there’s enough there.

“Combat Rock is like the best of Sandinistal—a concise statement, even
though it contains just as much diversification. There’s an art to making one
album as well as three, you know.”

Yet Combat Rock, I note, seems shot through with the idea that death is
an ever-present possibility. In fact, it almost seems a death-obsessed album,
what with tracks like “Death Is a Star,” “Ghetto Defendant,” “Sean Flynn,”
“Straight to Hell”. . . .

“All me favorite tracks,” says Mick with a broad smile. “No, I know
what you mean. A lot of critics are saying this album reflects our death
fascination, or the group’s own depression or confusion, but I don’t think
that’s true. I think it’s clear that we know exactly where we’re at—we’re not
confused at all. The problem is, a lot of people equate depression with reality,
so they find the record depressing. I think it just touches on what’s real. I
wouldn’t say it’s exactly optimistic, but I wouldn’t call it pessimistic either.”

But some critics, I tell him, have found the Clash’s brand of political
rhetoric and realism just as naive as that jaunty romanticism of the pop
bands.

Mick takes a sip of his coffee and regards me with a bemused expres-
sion. “You mean like the Village Voice calling us ‘naive,” and Sandinista! a
‘pink elephant’? Well, we are, and it is. It doesn’t particularly discourage us,
that kind of talk. I’s important we stick to getting our point across. Not just
because people will try to discredit us, but because somebody has to counter-
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act all the madness out there, like the bloody war fever that hit England over
this Falklands fiasco. It’s important that somebody’s there to tell them that
there aren’t any winners where there aren’t any real causes. It may appear
that Maggie Thatcher’s won for the time being, but not because she’s made
the British winners. Instead, she’s made them victims, and they can’t even see
it.

“What’s interesting,” Jones continues, “is that the American critics
don’t seem to like Combat Rock much and the English do, whereas with
London Calling and Sandinista!, it was just the opposite: Americans loved
them and the British critics really got down on us. But I think what they like
about Combat Rock is that it’s one of the few things in English pop right now
that bothers to be real. Most of the new pop doesn’t try to engage reality at
all—which isn’t necessarily bad, because I like a lot of the new stuff too, like
Human League. But sometimes you just have to get down to facing what the
world’s about—and that’s not something all those party bands want to do.

“I don’t know,” says Mick, his voice soft and museful. “I mean, don’t
get me wrong, we have our share of fun too, but these days . . . it’s just that
all the parties seem so far away.”

I ask him: Do you think your audience understands that? Some of the
people I've seen at the band’s shows—both the punk contingent, plus the
mainstream crowd that have adopted them as the new Rolling Stones—seem
to miss the Clash’s point by a mile. Slam dancing, not to mention spitting on
and pelting opening acts like Joe Ely and Grandmaster Flash, doesn’t seem
much different to me than any other mindless party ritual.

Mick bristles mildly. “They’re not really assholes, are they? They just
don’t know how to act. [ mean, at Bond’s it wasn’t actually racism. At first,
we sat around backstage thinking, ‘What jerks!” But when we made it clear
that we were having a rough time with the idea of them adoring us but hating
the opening acts, it seemed to stop. I think it was just initial overexcitement.”

Still, aren’t there times when you wonder just who your audience really
is, and if you’re really reaching them?

“All the time, all the time,” says Jones. “For every example you get of
people who you think are really into it, who have really got the message, you
also run up against the people who are completely misinformed. We just do
the best we can to contain those contradictions, and hope enough of our
meaning rubs off here and there.”

Mick glances at the wall clock. It’s nearly time to head out to the
afternoon’s sound check. I pose one last question: “When Joe disappeared,
did you think it might be the end of the Clash?”

Mick smiles wryly. “That Joe—what a bastard, eh? If he ever does that
again . . . um, yeah, for about ten minutes I sat down and died. I thought
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the group might be ending, and I thought it was a shame, but I wasn’t about
to let it stop me from getting on with living.

“It was bad timing on Joe’s part, but it was also an admirable thing. It’s
very difficult to put your own needs first like that, but the only problem is,
once you start doing it, it’s easier to do again. Still, it made us ask ourselves
what we were going to do. It certainly made Topper ask himself what was
happening with him. I even thought about getting into something else my-
self, but it will have to wait now.

“We all decided we could start over with this band—]Joe, Paul, me—
and now, some nights, it’s almost like we’re a new group out there onstage.

“We should change our name, don’t you think? How about Clash
Two?” Mick mulls the idea over a bit more, then bursts into a titter. “No,
wait, I've got it: How about Clash Now?”

How HAS THE CLASH managed to hold together? After all, punk never
offered itself as a breeding place for enduring comradeship.

Paul Simonon, the group’s craggily handsome bass player (recently
elected to Playgirl’s “The Year’s Ten Best Looking Men” list), ponders that
question as he picks his way through a bowl of guacamole and chips (all the
band’s members are vegetarians) shortly before leaving the hotel for that
night’s show.

“You’re talking about things like corruption, disintegration, right?” he
says in his thick Brixton accent. “I tell you what I've seen do it to other
groups: drugs. I've been through all sorts of drugs; at one time I took them
just for curiousity, and I learned—it’s not worth it. It’s like a carrot held in
front of you, and it’s the downfall of a lot of bands we’ve known.

“We just cut it out—we don’t deal with that stuff anymore. I'd much
rather use the money to go out and buy a record, or a present for me
girlfriend, or phone me mum up from Australia.”

Does Simonon feel comfortable sharing that anti-drug concern with the
Clash’s audience?

Simonon shrugs and gnaws another chip. “Sure. I don’t see why not. [
think that’s part of what we’re about, is testing our audience.”

Does he ever worry, though, about leaving the audience behind—worry
that the band might be growing in different directions?

“Well, I think it’s this band’s natural course to grow. When we did
London Calling we got a lot of flak, but that was just a warm-up. I think the
real turning point for us came when we recorded ‘The Magnificent Seven’s it
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was the start of a whole new music for us. I thought, ‘This is going to wake
people up, especially the ones who keep expecting us to do the same old
thing; maybe it’ll even make them chuck the bloody album out the window.’

“But we knew that’s what we wanted: to test the people who’d been
listening to us. We didn’t want to be dictated by anybody else’s interests. That
could’ve happened very easily after the first album, either way—we could’ve
gone off in a more commercial style, because of what the record company
people wanted, or gotten deadlocked into a hard punk thing, because of what
the fans wanted. We didn’t do either one, and I suspect that’s hurt us as
much as it’s helped. We certainly had an easy formula that would’ve carried
us for a while.”

Does Simonon think the Clash still attracts much of a punk audience in
America or England—the hardcore and Oi types?

“Yeah, a little, but by and large the music of those bands doesn’t interest
me. I've listened to it, but so much of it is just noise for its own sake. Plus the
things they deal with, things like racism and getting drunk and slapping your
girlfriend around the face—I don’t have any use for supporting that kind of
thing.

“You know, people ask me all the time if we’re still punk, and 1 always
say, ‘Yeah, we’re punk,” because punk meant not having to stick to anybody
else’s rules. Then you look around and see all these bands that are afraid to
break the rules of what they think punk is. We’re punk because we still have
our own version of what it means. That’s what it is: an attitude. And we’ll
stay punk as long as we can keep the blindfolds off.”

Is 11 TrRUE THAT Bob Dylan was in the audience last night?” Joe Strum-
mer asks, as we settle down at the bar at the Clash’s hideaway hotel, a couple
of hours after the next-to-last of their five-night engagements at the Holly-
wood Palladium. “Somebody told me that Sinatra came to one of the Bond’s
shows, but I thought that was a bit far-fetched. But Dylan. . . .”

I tell him that yes, Dylan did come out to see the Clash, and from all
accounts, seemed to like what he saw.

Strummer just shakes his head, muttering in incredulity.

Would that have intimidated you, I ask, knowing that Dylan was out
there?

“Well, yeah. I mean, somebody told us he was up in the balcony,
watching us, but you always hear those kinds of rumors. But if I'd known it
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was true, I'm not sure how I would’ve felt. Playing for Dylan, you know,
that’s a bit like playing for . . . God, ain’t it?”” Strummer orders us a round
of drinks—a Bloody Mary for himself; a rum and Coke for me—and contin-
ues his musings on Dylan.

“You know, me and Kosmo (Vinyl, the band’s road manager and press
liaison), we’re the only real Dylan diehards around the Clash. In fact, when
Kosmo came down to Paris to take me back to London after I’d split, we went
out celebrating one night at a French bar, with me playing piano, pounding
out Dylan songs, howling stuff like, ‘When you’re lost in Juarez/And it’s
summertime too . . .

“I realize it’s almost a cliché to say it,” he continues, “but we probably
wouldn’t have done the kind of music we have if it hadn’t been for Bob
Dylan. It’s easy for all these cynics just to write him off, but they don’t realize
what he did—I mean, he spoke up, he showed that music could take on
society, could actually make people want to save the world.”

There are many of us, I say, who have put the Clash in that same league
as Dylan, or for that matter, as the Rolling Stones. We see you as spokesper-
sons, as idealists and heroes, as a band who are living out rock & roll’s best
possibilities. In fact, we’ve even called you, time and time again, the World’s
Greatest Rock & Roll Band. Did those kinds of claims ever confuse the band’s
purpose—after all, you’d set out to play havoc with rock & roll—or did they
instead help you secure the kind of mass audience you now enjoy in America?

“No to both questions,” says Strummer. “First of all, we never took that
‘World’s Greatest’ crap seriously. That’s just a laugh. What does it matter to
be the greatest rock & roll band if radio won’t even touch you? I mean, let’s
face it: We don’t have the sort of mass audience in America that you men-
tioned, and it’s because radio won’t play our music. If you listen to the
airwaves in this country, we don’t matter—we haven’t even made a dent,
outside ‘Train in Vain.’

“The last time I talked to you,” he continues, “that time in London, just
before our first tour here, I think I pissed off the idea that America might
really matter to us. But now I understand just how important it is: You can
reach more people here than anywhere else in the world, and I don’t mean
just record buyers. I mean reaching real people, making them wake up and see
what’s happening around them, making them want to go out and do some-
thing about it.”

But does Strummer think that’s what’s really happening? What about
all the time-warped punks who merely want to act out the surface images of
revolt? Or that broader mainstream audience that’s taken to the Clash as the
new Rolling Stones, and want little more than the commodity of vicarious
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sedition, or bombastic euphoria, for their money? Aren’t there times when
Strummer looks out there and wonders who the band’s audience actually is
at this point, if their ideals are really the same as the Clash’s?

“Every night we play,” Strummer says, “I wonder who our audience is.
But you have to figure you’re reaching some of them. Maybe we’re only
entertaining most of them, but that’s not really so bad when you think about
it—look what it is that we entertain them with. I reckon each show we reach
some new ones, really reach them. It’s like fighting a big war with few
victories, but each of those victories is better than none.”

Joe tosses back the rest of his drink and signals for a fresh round. The
liquor’s starting to do its work. We’re both feeling voluble. “Let me tell you,”
he continues, “if you can’t find cause for hope, then go get some somewhere.
I mean, I've had some bad times, dark moments when I came close to
putting a pistol to my head and blowing my brains out, but . . .” Strummer
lapses into a private silence, staring fixedly at the remains of the drink before
him. “But screw that,” he says after a few moments. “I think if you ain’t got
anything optimistic to say, then you should shut up—final. I mean, we ain’t
dead yet, for Christ’s sake. I know nuclear doom is prophesied for the world,
but I don’t think you should give up fighting until the flesh burns off your
face.”

But Combat Rock, I note, sounds like the Clash’s least optimistic record.

“Combat Rock ain’t anything except some songs. Songs are meant to
move people, and if they don’t, they fail. Anyway, we took too long with that
record, worried it too much.”

Still, it does have sort of a gloomy, deathly outlook, I tell him. All those
songs like “Death Is a Star,” “Straight to Hell.”

“T’ll tell you why that record’s so grim,” says Strummer. “Those things
just have to be faced, and we knew it was our time. Traditionally, that’s not
the way to sell records—Dby telling an audience to sober up, to face up. The
audience wants to get high, enjoy themselves, not feel preached to. Fair
enough, there ain’t much hope in the world, I don’t want to kill the fun but
still . .7

Strummer hesitates in thought for a few moments, then leans closer.
“Music’s supposed to be the life force of the new consciousness, talking from
1954 to present, right? But I think a lot of rock & roll stars have been
responsible for taking that life force and turning it into a death force. What I
hate about so much of that ’60s and ’70s stuff is that it dealt death as style,
when it was pretending to deal it as life. To be cool, you had to be on the
point of killing yourself.

“What I'm really talking about,” he continues, “is drugs. I mean, I
think drugs ain’t happening, because if the music’s going to move you, you
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don’t need drugs. If I see a sharp-looking guy on a street corner, he’s alive
and he’s making me feel more alive—he ain’t dying—and that’s the image
P've decided the Clash has to stand for these days. I think we’ve blown it on
the drug scene. It ain’t happening, and I want to make it quite clear that
nobody in the Clash thinks heroin or cocaine or any of that crap is cool.

“I just want to see things change,” he continues, hitting a nice stride. “I
don’t want it to be like the ’60s or ’70s, where we saw our rock stars sham-
bling about out of their minds, and we thought it was cool, even instructive.
That was death-style, not life-style. Those guys made enough money to go
into expensive clinics and get their blood changed—but what about the poor
junkie on the street? He’s been led into it by a bunch of rock stylists, and left
to die with their style. I guess we each have to work it out in our own way—I
had to work it out for myself—but the Clash have to take the responsibility to
stand for something better than that.

“Like I say,” Strummer continues, “I don’t want to kill anybody’s fun.
But certainly there’s a better way of having fun than slow suicide.” Strummer
takes a long sip at his drink, and an uneasy expression colors his face.
“Suicide is something I know about. It’s funny how when you feel really
depressed, all your thoughts run in bad circles and you can’t break them
circles. They just keep running around themselves, and you can’t think of
one good thing, even though you try your hardest. But the next day it can all
be different.”

I’'m not sure what to say, so I let the mood hang in the air, as palpable
as the liquor. Finally, I ask if Joe’s sudden disappearance to Paris was a way of
working himself out of a depression.

“It sure was,” he says quickly. “It’s very depressing in England these
days—at least it can get that way, it can get on top of you. But I had a
personal reason for going to Paris: I just remembered how it was when I was
a bum, how I'd once learned the truth from playing songs on the street
corner. If I played good, I'd eat, and that direct connection between having
something to eat and somewhere to stay and the music I played—TI just
remembered that.

“So I went to Paris and I only got recognized once, but I conned my
way out of it. ’'d grown a beard and looked a bit like Fidel Castro, so I simply
told them I was my hero. I didn’t want to be recognized.”

While he was gone, I ask, was he worried it might mean the end of the
Clash?

“I felt a bit quilty, but . . .” Joe pauses and looks toward the bartender
for one more round. It’s already well past closing hour, Strummer and I are
the last customers in the bar, but the barkeep obliges. “I felt guilty,” Strum-
mer resumes, “but I was also excited, feeling I was bringing everything to a
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head. 1 just contrasted all those pressing business commitments with that
idea that I used to be a bum—that’s why I’d started to play music, because I
was a bum—and I decided to blow, maybe just for a day or two.

“But once I was in Paris, I was excited by the feeling that I could just
walk down the street, go in a bar and play pinball, or sit in a park by myself,
unrecognized. It was a way of proving that I existed—that I really existed for
once for me. This was one trip for me. We make a lot of trips, but that one
was for me.

“I’ll tell you this,” Joe adds as a parting thought, “I really enjoyed being
a bum again. I wish I could do it every day, really. But I can’t disappear
anymore. Time to face up to what we’re on about.”

And what is that?

“Well, if T wanted to sound naive, I guess I'd say it’s something like
trying to make a universal music for a world without governments. Or a
better way of putting it is to say for a world under One World Government.
All this nationalism, these border wars, they’re going to erupt into the death
of us.”

It does sound a bit naive, given the state of things.

“Let me tell you,” he says, “I'd rather talk to a naive person than a
cynic. Sure, there are a lot of young naive people out there, but at least they
can be moved, their ideals can be inspired. That’s why, even though a lot of
the critics have been very kind to us and love us, we never aim our music at
them. We’re writing for the young ones, the audience, because they carry the
hope of the world a lot more than a few critics or cynics. Those young ones
can go away from our show with a better idea of a better world. At least they
haven’t written it all off yet. Their ideals can still be inspired.”

The liquor’s run out and so have the bar’s good graces. We gather our
jackets and get ready to leave. “I know it sounds simple, says Strummer, but I
believe in naivete. It’s a good breeding idea for rebellion. It’s a bit like
believing in survival, you know—I mean, surviving is the toughest test, and
we had to find out the hard way. I had to find that out. But in the end, I
realized it’s the only rebellion that counts—not giving up.

“I’s like I said: We ain’t dead yet, for fuck’s sake. If you ain’t got hope,
you should get where there is some. There’s as much hope for the world as
you find for yourself.”
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though none of us knew it at the time, when the Clash finished their
Combat Rock tour in 1982, they were very near their own end. The band
split in 1983, with Mick Jones going on to form Big Audio Dynamite (also
known as B.A.D., which turned out to be an unfortunately clairvoyant nick-
name), and Strummer going on to something less than a solo career. Still, the
Clash’s trek had been glorious—they made a larger and more meaningful
volume of great punk music than any band before or since (that is, unless
you count Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra as punks—which perhaps you
should), and compared to most late 1970s punk acts, their seven-year career
seemed downright protracted.

In the last twenty years, there was no single movement in popular (or in
this case, semipopular, even unpopular) music that I cared or argued more
about than punk, no movement I tracked more closely. But to be a fan of
punk was to resign oneself to many uneasy realities—including dealing with
a great deal of derision. It also meant accepting that many of punk’s best
artists and best music would pass you by faster than a bullet-train. Remem-
ber the Au Pairs, the Vibrators, the Avengers, Magazine, X-Ray Spex, Wire,
the Adverts, Young Marble Giants, Marine Girls, Liliput, the Raincoats,
Kleenex, ESG, Gang of Four, the Germs, Y Pants, Penetration? If you do, you
know they all made great music, and then they were gone almost before you
knew it. It was as if a troop of ghosts had laid mines across the field of
modern-day pop. If you were lucky, you stepped on those mines, and their
explosion could be epiphanies that might change your life.
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Though I wrote about punk more than any other theme since 1977
(especially during my years as pop music critic for the Los Angeles Herald
Examiner), the subject receives only a limited amount of space in this present
volume. In part, that’s because there are other writers who have done won-
derful and thoughtful jobs of delineating punk’s history and meaning (see
Jon Savage’s England’s Dreaming and Greil Marcus’ Lipstick Traces and rant-
ers & crowd pleasers—the latter published in the United Kingdom as In the
Fascist Bathroom). It’s also because there were ways in which I became disil-
lusioned with how punk eventually was received, and how some of its best
meanings were robbed. I remember a film from a few years back, 1991: The
Year Punk Broke. The title referred to the commercial and generational break-
through represented by the success of Nirvana—which indeed was a wonder-
ful (though for the band, horribly costly) event. But the truth is, anybody
paying attention had heard that same claim—that punk had broken through,
been accepted by a hidebound American audience—for at least a decade, ever
since the Clash hit big with London Calling in 1979. It was heartening, of
course, that music like the Clash’s and Nirvana’s reached many people, for
these victories meant far more than commercial success; they also gave hope,
voice, courage, and fun to many people whom the traditional pop world was
reluctant to accommodate, or even to recognize. At the same time, I'm afraid
that—at least in the mid-1980s—what many people meant when they
claimed that punk (also known by the more generic, “acceptable” designa-
tion of “new wave”) had broken through in America was that the music—
and even parts of the punk movement itself—had finally been incorporated
into a thriving commodity form. As far back as 1983, certain elements of
punk style were already ubiquitous: quirky music, tough-posing fashions,
and sharp, insouciant stances permeated much of American radio (on sta-
tions such as Los Angeles’ trend-setting KROQ-FM) and television (the hor-
rible Square Pegs series and, of course, MTV) and international film (Diva,
Star Struck, Liquid Sky, and others), as if the whole creative expression of
domestic pop culture suddenly had realigned itself. It was as if punk and
postpunk had finally won the pop wars only to surrender its ideals.

Which is to say, it was as if nothing had changed: Yesterday’s pop—
which new wave set out to upend—was largely a music of relentless same-
ness, kneejerk sexism, and social unconcern. But new wave pop quickly
became a music of exotic sameness, cloying sexiness, and, to some degree,
social denial. There was nothing meaningful or revealing in the success of
such glitz-and-sex acts as Berlin, Missing Persons, or Duran Duran, even
though they blazoned a “new” sound that personified modern trends and
attitudes.

What went wrong? How did a music of such unruly origins end up so
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trivial and diffused? It helps to remember that punk began as a genre born of
attitude and circumstance: In the airlessness of British society and aridity of
American rock music in the late ’70s, outrage or desecration seemed the only
animating, even rational, course—a way of staking distance from all the
sameness of those scenes, and also affronting, provoking them. Sedition-
minded acts like the Sex Pistols and Clash played their music as if the
corruption of British values had forced the noise from them, while their early
American counterparts—Talking Heads, Blondie, the Ramones, and Televi-
sion—didn’t comment on social forces so much as make new claims for the
way vital modern music must sound. To the media, much of this brutal,
apocalypse-informed modernism seemed merely silly or incomprehensible,
while to radio—which stood to break or make punk with a large audience—
the music and its style-makers loomed mainly as a loathsome, noncommer-
cial force. What hits radio allowed—the B52s, Cars, Blondie, the Vapors, the
Police—seemed elected mainly to quell the music’s insurgency.

Maybe this was a reasonable action, because the best new wave, punk,
and postpunk records were actively fierce, profane stuff. Consider the evi-
dence: “Anarchy in the UK.” and “Bodies” (by the Sex Pistols), “White
Riot” and “Guns on the Roof” (the Clash), Crossing the Red Sea with the
Adverts (the Adverts), “Oh Bondage Up Yours!” (X-Ray Spex), “Don’t Dic-
tate” (Penetration), “At Home He’s a Tourist” (Gang of Four), “Shot by Both
Sides” (Magazine), Fear of Music (Talking Heads), “Discovering Japan™ (Gra-
ham Parker), “She’s Lost Control” (Joy Division), Broken English (Marianne
Faithfull), “Ghost Town” (Specials), Metal Box (Public Image, Ltd.), This
Year’s Model (Elvis Costello).

All of these songs or albums were attempts to force popular culture—
and a young, developing segment of pop at that—to accommodate visions of
social horror, private dissolution, and plain old willful rancor. That they were
among the most truthful and important music of their day was largely a
missed fact; that they were virtually unheard outside of a community of
(anti-) pop activists was certainly a disservice, though to radio’s way of
(non-) thinking, more a necessity than choice. This was music that meant to
rend the pop world in half—and that’s an ambition that radio (which has
since divided the real world into unnecessary black and white factions) fig-
ured it could never survive.

But punk always had a built-in defeat factor, and that was basically the
way the music would be enervated as it was adopted by a gradually larger
audience. Many fans presumed that to adhere to new wave music and its
fabricated fashions was to become a part of its culture. In fact, British art and
social theorist Dick Hebdige devoted the better part of a book (Subculture:
The Meaning of Style, Methuen, 1979) to the idea that this adherence to a
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collective style gave British punks and mods a “genuinely expressive arti-
fice”—a sense of “Otherness” that set them apart from the beliefs and values
of the dominant society. To a degree, this is true: To crop one’s hair into a
bright-dyed, spiky cut, or dress in vivid vinyl colors, is to make a choice that
sets one apart in new social alignments. Of course, like the initial uniqueness
of long hair or short hair, it’s a short-lived difference. One doesn’t necessarily
become a punk by fashion and musical choices alone.

In America in the 1980s, the whole new wave shebang amounted to
even less than a change in weather—more like a change in flavor. That’s
because in America, new wave was largely a music of surfaces and faddism—
a sound that became as increasingly self-conscious as a chic dance-floor pose.
What this meant was that the emerging dominant American new wave audi-
ence didn’t necessarily share social or even aesthetic values in the same way
that the initial art-informed New York and street-bred London punks and
postpunk crowd did. Instead, the MTV and KROQ audiences—which were
smack dab in the middle of new wave’s rise—simply shared a fondness for
the immediate look and feel of the music, without much driving concern
over the ideas or responsibilites implicit in their musical choices. (How else
might a thinking audience embrace, on the same bill, bands as diametrically
opposed as the Clash and Men at Work?)

What this also meant was that both punk music and its culture could
now contain as many political and aesthetic incongruities as the dominant
society around them.

OO0

IN TtHE EARLY and mid-1980s, if punk meant or proved anything vital in
America, then it was in Los Angeles, more than anywhere else. In the sprawl-
ing webwork of riches and dread that was Los Angeles in those days, few
people lived out their caprices more colorfully or more fiercely than the
punks—as if they were hell-bent on defacing the city’s pacific gloss, or simply
underscoring its balled-up artistic and ethical climate. In a sense, punk in
California was always something of a paradox: The city’s self-possessed styl-
ishness and cold-blooded opulence are so steady, so pervasive, that anyone
who attempts to assert rage or ugliness as aesthetic values can’t help seeming
a bit misplaced, if not just plain pretentious. But there was an inescapable
rightness about what the punks were doing in Southern California: In a place
where one of the most widely held ambitions is leisure, and the most com-
monly respected product of art is prosperity, some of the few voices that
made much moral difference at all were the ones that blazoned hostility.
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In any case, punk—as a digression in culture or community, more than
an adventure in music or art—flourished in Los Angeles as it had in no other
place outside of London. In fact, Los Angeles was the one place where punk
has come closest to living up to its name—the one place where, as David
Byrne noted, “you find punks who really are punks: mean as Hell, and not
just the creators of an interesting persona.” It was as if all the spike-haired,
skin-headed, self-styled guttersnipes you saw haunting the streets and
clubs in L.A. were devoted to carrying out what they perceived as punk’s
first and foremost possibilities: namely, artful nihilism and studied primi-
tivism.

It’s that fondness for the ignoble that helped give L.A. punk its nasty
streak. In his essay about British punk in The Rolling Stone Illustrated History
of Rock & Roll, Greil Marcus noted: “By far the most violent in appearance
and rhetoric of any musical movement, punk was probably the least violent
in fact—though by far the most violence was directed against it.” Los Angeles
was the place where the punks evened the score.

For the most part, L.A.’s punk violence was confined to a thuggish little
ritual called, quite aptly, slam dancing: dancers gathered into kinetic clusters
and collided off one another like pool balls caroming around a snookers
table. To most observers, it resembled a microcosmic version of pandemo-
nium. (The music for these melees—a rabid, samely version of early
monorhythmic, nonmelodic punk, usually dispensed by Fear, Black Flag, the
Circle Jerks—was both prompting and incidental: merely a relentless agitat-
ing soundtrack or backdrop for the real performers, the audience.)

Sometimes the dancing turned into communal violence. What might
begin as a shoving or jeering match between some punks or punks and
outsiders could turn hurriedly into a mob action, with half a dozen or so
partisans leaping into the fracas, drubbing their hapless target into a blood-
ied, enraged wreck. Often, scrambles swept across the whole breadth of a
club or ballroom floor, touching off eruptions of chaos like a chain-blaze in a
dry timberland.

Some observers I know described these flare-ups as essentially the
celebrative rites of a community defining itself; others charged that the media
hyperbolized the whole scene. I don’t think either of those claims is entirely
true: Punk violence was far from being the most troubling form of violence
in Los Angeles—a place where the police force was almost never censured for
its shootings of citizens and suspects—but what went on in the clubs here
wasn’t anything particularly festive or transcendent. It was simply a demon-
stration of would-be miscreants trying to make a shared style out of accepted

notions of alienation and despair. :
So what is it about the promised land that inspired so much enmity
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among its children? Craig Lee (a late Los Angeles-based journalist who
played drums and guitar for Catholic Discipline and the Alice Bag Band) did
a nice succinct job of summing up the partisan’s point of view in an article
about surf punks for L.A. Weekly: “The English press has often snidely al-
luded to punk in L.A. being a farce, not like the London scene that grew from
a revolt against a life of lower class drudgery. But facing a sterile, anonymous
life in suburbia is as depressing to some kids as facing a life of dull labor and
low wages is to the English punks.”

I have my own view of the subject, which is simply that when you’re
trying to act out dreams of desperateness in a place where those dreams
aren’t intrinsic, then you just have to act a little harder and a little tougher.
After all, it’s a great kick, a great fancy of revolt, to feign hopelessness in a
place just drowning with hope. When the passion and the moment faded, the
punks could always kick back and settle into the subliminal, lulling rhythm of
the city—and many of them did. That cadence of insensibility has been
what’s always kept time here: it even, in its own way, gave the punks their
momentum, and eventually it outlasted them. Undoubtedly, that made some
of the scene’s detractors fairly happy. But for the rest of us, those few voices
of outrage that startled this vast, unconcerned cityscape are something we
miss terrifically.

ALONG THE WAY, the L.A. punk scene produced a handful of bands
that were seen by some as great hopes—including X and the Go-Go’s (I know
it’s hard to believe, but the Go-Go’s really were a punk band once upon a
time, until A&M Records signed them and fixed that problem for good). Of
those two groups, clearly X was the more considerable (though vastly less
popular) force. Indeed, X made definitional, high-reaching, great punk
records (especially Wild Gift and Under the Big Black Sun) and also played
definitional, high-reaching, great live shows. In concert, guitarist Billy Zoom,
drummer Don Bonebrake, bassist John Doe, and vocalist Exene Cervenka
took songs like “Sex and Dying in High Society,” “Johnny Hit and Run
Pauline,” “The Once Over Twice,” and “Your Phone’s Off the Hook, but
You're Not” and pushed them to their limit, as if they wanted to punish the
structures of the songs in order to strengthen their meanings. At the same
time, the group never abandoned its sense of essential unity. X was, after all,
a band about community—for that matter, a band that asserted the ideal of
family as a loving but practical-minded alternative to personal dissolution
and fashionable nihilism—and for all the tension and frantic propulsion in
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their music, the individual elements of the sound hung together like firm,
interconnected patterns.

But by 1985, X’s sense of family—and perhaps a bit of their spirit—
began to fray. John Doe and Exene Cervenka not only sang the best team
vocals in punk’s history, they had also been a real team—husband and wife.
But then that marriage suffered a breakup, and though the pair’s creative
partnership remained intact, the romantic disunion took its emotional toll.

In most ways that count, the album that came from that rupture, Ain’t
Love Grand, was an album about how fiery love comes to rugged and embit-
tered ends, and how, after the ruin, it can sometimes forge new bonds of
esteem and comradeship. Of course, before one can arrive at any such under-
standing, one has to cut through the remembrances of romantic hell: all the
charges and admissions of infidelity (“My Goodness” and “Little Honey”),
all the mourning of a lost, ideal union (“All or Nothing” and “Watch the Sun
Go Down”). At one point, in “Supercharged,” Exene delivers a taunting
account of the feverish and relentless sex she enjoys with a new lover, and
John Doe sings along with her, like a grim witness to his own exclusion. One
can’t help but wonder, what must Doe have been thinking at such a moment?

Perhaps he was simply thinking that this is what one must do to get past
the bad truths. After all, the band survived this rupture, and somehow
emerged with one of its bravest works yet. It’s as if, in the place of children,
Doe and Cervenka spawned a certain artistry that demanded a continued
fellowship; they worked and sang together not merely for the sake of their
music, but because of the knowledge that they could make music this grand
and fulfilling and revealing no place else but in this band, with each other.
The two no longer shared the same home or same love, but they certainly
shared the same harmonies—an affinity they could find only in each other—
and that’s worth whatever the cost of their continued alliance. Of course, this
time it meant something far different for the two to sing together, and not
surprisingly, they pulled off their most memorable performances in a trio of
songs (“All or Nothing,” “Watch the Sun Go Down,” and “T’ll Stand Up for
You”) where they stepped away from recriminations and faced the challenge
of their abiding friendship and partnership. “When my friends put you
down, I'll stand up for you,” Doe sings to Exene in the album’s most heart-
ening and generous moment. “T’ll stand up for you, and you’ll stand up for
me.”

In their music and their forbearance, Doe and Cervenka asserted that
some traditions should withstand the necessary negation that comes along
with modern times and new values. X never made this claim more meaning-
fully than in Ain’t Love Grand.

As for the Go-Go’s—I have to admit, I had a hard time liking them. The
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band’s first album, Beauty and the Beat (1981), was an eager though savvy
attempt to meet commercial expectations of new wave diffusion, and their
second (Vacation, 1982) was merely the obvious follow-up attempt at crank-
ing out more surface-fun fare. But the third record, 1984’s Talk Show, proved
to be something more than their vindication-——something closer to a self-
directed work of vengeance, as if the group had something to make up for by
upsetting their former pop refinement. In any event, some twist of think-
ing—or perhaps just the internal friction within the band during that sea-
son—occurred to make Talk Show a surprisingly hard-edged revelation. In
fact, the record was so good it had the effect of splitting the group up—
though not forever. When the band returned in 1994 with Return to the
Valley of the Go-Go’s, they sounded like they were playing just for the mere
fun of it. Yet “mere fun” can also be its own deep truth—especially in Los
Angeles. As Greil Marcus noted in Mystery Train, L.A. is a city where Nathan-
ael West’s and Raymond Chandler’s dark version of urban realism are no
more reflective of deep truths than Brian Wilson’s fun-in-the-sun view of the
city’s ethical climate. Pop, as a medium of fun, and fun as a purpose of pop,
is still an inevitable and necessary tradition in the L.A. scene.

LOS ANGELES in the 1980s also produced two other bands I'd like to
comment on briefly. One is the Minutemen, a three-man outfit made up of
guitarist D. Boon, bassist Mike Watt, and drummer Mike Hurley, who were
part of the scene nearly since its inception. In the early 1980s, they released
what were two of the most impelling of all American hardcore albums (and
perhaps the most inventive punk-style recordings since the Clash’s debut
LP): The Punch Line and What Makes a Man Start Fires. They were politically
and musically involving works, full of quick, hard thinking, and quicker,
harder tempo changes.

The Minutemen were at once both the thinking listener’s and thinking
musician’s hardcore band—which is to say they wrote and performed art-
informed music from a singular and committed political point-of-view, and
they played from a funk-derived punk perspective. Big, hard, fleet shards of
bass guitar cut across the contending structure set up by the impetuous
guitar lines and eruptive drum patterns, and in that vibrant webwork, sur-
prising references—everything from Chuck Berry to Sly Stone, from Miles
Davis to James “Blood” Ulmer—exposed themselves and took on new iden-
tities, and, in the process, new histories. Seeing them live, they made me feel I
had finally seen Moby Dick onstage, and had finally understood why Ahab
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lost. Some things are too big to get over or around, and too irresistible to
ignore.

On December 22, 1985, D. Boon was killed in an automobile accident,
and the Minutemen necessarily came to an end. The loss was immense. In his
quest with the Minutemen, Boon clearly worked more as a comrade in
action—an equal—than as a lead figure. In fact, sometimes on record it was
hard to sort out his particular songwriting style from that of Watts and
Hurley, which may be a tribute to the sense of unity and functional democ-
racy that the trio achieved—much like that achieved by groups as disparate as
the Band and the Ornette Coleman Quartet. Onstage, though, Boon often
seemed the more central and commanding figure in the Minutemen, and not
merely because of his obvious physical bulk, nor because his vocals tended to
sound a bit better humored and ironic than Watts’. Actually, what made him
such a dominating performer was that he seemed to have some kind of
imperative physical involvement with the music. I can recall shows in which
he seemed to be wringing his guitar, pulling and twisting wondrous, complex
clusters of notes from it, then reshaping them into new patterns to fit the
vaulting rhythms being served up by Watts and Hurley.

D. Boon and the Minutemen left eleven albums and EPs and one epic-
length cassette, comprising some of the most probing, resourceful, and con-
tinually surprising American music of the 1980s. Watt and Hurley went on to
form fIREHOSE with guitarist and vocalist eD fROMOHIO, and in 1995,
Mike Watt released a widely respected album, Ball-Hog or Tugboat?, featuring
contributions by Eddie Vedder, Henry Rollins, Evan Dando, and members of
Nirvana, Screaming Trees, Sonic Youth, Meat Puppets, and Soul Asylum.

PERHAPS MY FAVORITE 1980s L.A. punk group was the one that, at
moments, also disappointed me the most: Dream Syndicate. In the early
1980s, I was working evenings in an L.A. record store, Westwood’s Rhino,
alongside a young, friendly guy named Steve Wynn. I learned that Wynn had
formed a band, Dream Syndicate, and he invited me to catch their maiden
appearance at a Valley spot, the Country Club. From their first moments
onstage, I was in love. They had that ideal mix of reference sounds—part Bob
Dylan, part Velvet Underground, part Neil Young, part John Fogerty—but
they also had something all their own: a willingness to take their music
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