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It’s a talk in the dark,

It’s a walk in the morning.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Arthur Russell was born on 21 May 1951 in Oskaloosa, Iowa. He died in

New York City on 4 April 1992, aged forty, of complications arising from

AIDS. Russell’s life ended neither in obscurity nor failure. As a composer,

cellist, songwriter and a producer with a sixth sense for the alchemy of

the dancefloor, Arthur enjoyed relative commercial and critical success.

His more significant achievement was the realisation of a substantial body

of work that functioned entirely on its own terms. The orthodox American

formula for prosperity, that of resolutely focusing on one particular

discipline or genre until the market responds – a formula especially prevalent

during the 1980s, when Arthur was at his most active – was an approach

he eschewed. Rather than concentrating on a single musical idiom, Arthur’s

recorded output defies easy categorisation. In one year alone (1980) he

wrote and performed a set of folk-pop songs, composed an opera score and

released two dancefloor-orientated twelve-inch singles. This activity took

place at the exact moment club music was gaining momentum as part of

the street-level, grey market social economy of Lower Manhattan. Although

he drew inspiration equally from his Midwestern home state and his love

of the ocean, like a true New Yorker, Arthur lived to work, and his work

reflected his environment.

The uptown world of rigorous composition, sanctioned by conservatories

and other public institutions, was more rarefied an atmosphere than the

downtown discos and sidewalk boom boxes where Russell heard his dance

tracks played. Arthur was distinctive in being sufficiently talented to be

comfortable in these separate musical spaces. In addition, he was equally

adept at singing his yearning songs on guitar in offbeat, fly-by-night venues,

or playing his amplified cello and effects in the arts and performance

spaces scattered across the city in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Arthur

was resident in the Lower East Side during a period when New York was a

city reaching and achieving its dynamic, creative and unrestrained peak.

Arthur Russell was also a curator – one of the few jobs he ever held

down was as musical director of the video, arts and music venue the Kitchen.

In retrospect, his interdisciplinary resumé reads like the exemplary working

life of a twenty -first- century producer– composer. During his own lifetime,

however, and prior to his rediscovery in the first half of the 2000s, Arthur’s

fearless attitude towards his music evoked less a sense of an extraordinary

commitment to the muse than missed opportunities and a lack of professional

ruthlessness. His tragic death during the height of the AIDS crisis also

added to the mystery that attached itself to his life and his work.

It was as an elusive figure from a much-mythologised era in cultural

history that Arthur Russell re-emerged during the early years of the twentieth

century, a decade or so after his death, when his catalogue was re-evaluated

using the new digital technologies and opportunities of the iPod and of

file-sharing sites. For the generation born between his most creatively active

years and his death, the music of Arthur Russell held the seductive appeal

of being relatively little known by their forebears. The means by which

the work of this hitherto occluded figure arrived in the listener’s awareness

only added to the allure of these startlingly original recordings, as did a

further discovery: not only had Arthur Russell made music for the heart of

the dancefloor during the early hours of the weekend, but he had also written

the perfect songs to listen to during the recovery period that frequently
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followed. The divergent styles Arthur recorded in confirmed him to be

an under-appreciated genius of rare integrity. Over a quarter of a century

after his untimely death, the world had begun to understand the world

of Arthur Russell. An international listenership found itself transfixed

by the inscrutable gaze that radiated gently from his record sleeves.

As his cross-pollinating influence took hold, ‘Arthur Russell’ developed

into a mysterious and totemic presence in music collections.

Arthur is an artist whose reputation has grown with each passing

year since his death and attained a level of recognition that eluded him

during his time on earth.

*

At the turn of this century, an obscure white label of a Danny Krivit remix

of ‘In the Light of the Miracle’ and bootleg twelve-inch copies of ‘Go Bang!’

grew in influence and popularity as the rediscovery of the era in which they

were originally released gathered pace. So too the name of Arthur Russell

grew in familiarity – particularly thanks to his dancefloor productions.

With tracks such as ‘Kiss Me Again’ by Dinosaur and ‘Tell You (Today)’ by

Loose Joints being featured on compilations including DISCO NOT DISCO,

his music once again came to be heard regularly through powerful club

sound systems.

This first phase of rediscovery reached its apotheosis in the 2004 Soul

Jazz Records compilation THE WORLD OF ARTHUR RUSSELL. The

release was quickly followed the same year by CALLING OUT OF CONTEXT,

the debut collection of Arthur’s previously unreleased material issued by

Steve Knutson of Audika Records in consultation and partnership with the

Arthur Russell estate.

More of Arthur’s music has been released since his death than was

available during his lifetime. He left a catalogue of music that includes over

a thousand reels of twenty-four-track tape, DATs, cassettes, vinyl acetates

and both Betamax and VHS videotapes. In addition, the Arthur Russell

archive at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts contains

innumerable notebooks, drawings, flyers, papers, correspondence, musical

manuscripts, photographs, scraps and faxes. Arthur, the archive reveals,

kept most of his life’s paperwork. If laid out in a room the combined papers

would extend to 166 linear feet. There are a considerable number of musical

manuscript books each filled with scores, drafts of compositional ideas and

other notated experiments, which represent a sizable majority of the papers.

The notebooks also contain poems, song titles and chord charts, and

sit alongside stand-alone items such as grant applications, record company

rejection letters, education certificates, unsent correspondence and taxicab

receipts. In many of the photographs of Arthur a notebook and pen are

visible in his left shirt breast pocket (painstakingly sewn on to Arthur’s

shirts and jackets by his sister Julie, at the exact size to house his manu-

scripts). The papers bear out this sense of a continuous practice of writing

and jotting. Many of his notes are decorated and interrupted with the scrawl

of everyday life: hastily written phone numbers, addresses, appointments,

directions, daydream erotica and examples of Russell’s absurdist and playful

sense of humour. There is also a smattering of references to many of his

short-lived projects such as The Sailboats, Bright & Early, Turbo Sporty and

his membership of the new wave band The Necessaries. While Arthur was
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capable of coining a band name or project idea on a whim, his notebooks

demonstrate that the craft and rigour of composition are the dominant focus

of his work. The lyrics and chord charts to Arthur’s songs that have been

compiled on posthumous releases all feature, as do, in granular detail, the

thought processes, reflections and technical expertise that led to the creation

of WORLD OF ECHO.

I first visited the Music Division of the New York Public Library for

the Performing Arts, housed on the third floor of the Dorothy and Lewis B.

Cullman Center at 40 Lincoln Center Plaza, New York, in November 2021,

the week after pandemic travel restrictions to the United States from the

United Kingdom were rescinded.

To gain access to the Arthur Russell papers, the researcher registers

with the institution and books a prior appointment. The collection is

then delivered in numerous boxes to a reading room with no natural daylight,

generous desk space and attended to by extremely courteous and helpful

staff. The library’s protocols of instruction for conservation of materials,

the use of blue rubber gloves and limiting the visitor to view one archive

box at a time, will be familiar to anyone who has carried out archival

research. They would doubtless also recognise the giddy sense of discovery I

encountered as I sifted through the contents of each box and the feelings of

intimacy precipitated by immersion in the material they contained: the visible

indentations on notebooks made by Arthur’s hand; the pale primary colours

of a Kodachrome slide made suddenly vivid when illuminated by a light box;

the acute experience of pathos at holding a handwritten letter never sent.

Over the following eighteen months I made three subsequent visits to

the collection. My immersion in its artefacts led both to inquiries after

similar items in the possession of Arthur’s family and confidantes and a

series of interviews with the same close circle of people from my subject’s

singular life. This book is an attempt to trace a journey through the archives

of that singular life. Given its complexities and nuances it is likely, even

inevitable, that another person undertaking similar research would choose

differing methods and routes to create a biography of Arthur Russell.

Like any archive of this scale, the papers reveal the contradictions and

complexities of its owner’s character. They also allow their reader a degree

of intimacy with a subject that in the case of Arthur, a person whose

historical biography has to date portrayed him as reclusive and enigmatic,

has hitherto been unavailable. On the pages of his notebooks, he is lyrical,

distracted, wistful and hyper-articulate, frequently in the same paragraph.

Once he had established a working method that could function within his

budgets for his recording processes, Arthur rarely recorded over existing

material, preferring instead to work with new tapes. The notebooks display

a similar reluctance towards erasure; crossings-out are rare. Phrases instead

are re-ordered or followed by non-sequiturs. The vigour and intensity of

Arthur’s creative process are visible on the page, as is a palpable sense of

industriousness and, more occasionally, frustration. Rather than make sense

of the creative decisions Arthur made, the papers demonstrate that a

definitive portrait of Arthur Russell is an unrealistic proposition. He was an

artist capable of writing folkish, reflective songs of Blakean childlike wonder,

who could also write about sex with the same purposefulness, candour and

authority as Prince or Betty Davis.

*
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I first heard the music of Arthur Russell in 1994, when I was working at

Revolver Records, Bristol. Like many independent record stores, Revolver

defined itself by its willingness to promote and sell music from outside

the mainstream. One of the three members of staff had presumably ordered

a copy of ANOTHER THOUGHT on the strength of it being released on

Philip Glass’s Point label. I would like to take credit for such an act of

far-sightedness, but this would be an exercise in self-flattery. Decisions about

what stock to order were more often than not informed by an institutional

love of obscurity, or the curious listlessness that is a consequence of days

spent half-absorbed in music. However it was that the CD had arrived in

the shop, my memory of hearing the music on ANOTHER THOUGHT is

robust. Before removing the disc to insert it into the CD player I glanced

at the back sleeve and noted that the enigmatic portrait of its creator wearing

a paper hat had been taken by Janette Beckman, a name I recognised from

hip-hop albums such as EPMD’s STRICTLY BUSINESS. This information

– together with the Philip Glass connection – suggested I was about to

hear a very New York-sounding record.

On the album’s opening track, the lugubrious voice singing the phrase,

‘I’m on another thought now,’ had an arresting directness and confidence.

The words also suggested the singer was familiar with some form of

meditative practice, a feeling that was echoed in the accompanying music,

a cello played in a manner that highlighted its bottom-end frequencies,

a solitary-sounding chamber music for the soul.

The instrument was played with obvious accomplishment but also

with the same single-mindedness I had heard on Pablo Casals’ recordings of

Bach’s six cello suites made during the Spanish Civil War. This comparison

may have had something to do with the fact that this was the only piece

of music for cello with which I was familiar.

Still in my mid-twenties, carrying the full weight of attitude required

to have strong opinions about music in an independent record shop, in

truth I had no context in which to place this strange recording. It sounded

both ethereal and earthy, the voice and the tone of the cello were in perfect

balance and the sense of space surrounding them felt tangible. Out of habit,

I reached for musical comparisons and thought I could vaguely detect John

Martyn’s subaqueous vocal phrasing in some of Arthur Russell’s singing.

Other than that, this was music of a kind I had never previously encountered.

The sound design of the record also felt curiously dated; it belonged

to a previous age, a mythical bohemian downtown New York that no longer

existed. I had visited New York in the early nineties and recognised the

atmosphere of the city as portrayed in Larry Clark’s film KIDS, released the

year after ANOTHER THOUGHT. This was the New York of skateboarders

and rollerbladers in every park, their activities soundtracked to the same

hip-hop albums playing in the Prince Street boutiques of a rapidly gentrifying

SoHo. With its refences to lucky clouds and walking on the moon, the

snatches of lyrics I caught on ANOTHER THOUGHT seemed of a separate

world entirely. I was startled by the proficiency of the musicianship but

also uncertain about it. Any sense of the pace and overstimulation of what

I understood to be contemporary New York was absent.

I then heard ‘In the Light of the Miracle’ and its agogô line for the first

time and was struck by the realisation that not only was this music I had

not heard before, but it was also music I must have hoped had always existed.

Nodding my head and rocking my shoulders to the circular rhythms and
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overlapping vocals all animated by the hypnotic agogô was a process of sharing

a secret; a crack of light had appeared in my musical consciousness. It also

acted as an invitation to embrace this indescribable sound world, to welcome

the fact that this music had been made for everyone. I have come to recognise

that this is a common reaction to the music of Arthur Russell, that to

become familiar with his work is a form of awakening. I have no recollection

of the ANOTHER THOUGHT CD ever being sold.

Four years later, in another record shop, Intoxica on Portobello Road,

close to where I was then living off Ladbroke Grove in London, I scanned

a top ten of new stock favoured by the staff. Occupying the number one spot

on the list was ‘Go Bang!’ by Dinosaur L (the track’s official title was ‘Go

Bang #5’), next to which was written a brief description of the track, which

referred to New York in the early 1980s, and its reputation as a club classic.

A friend and I DJed together sporadically, mainly at birthday parties

and weddings. An original 99 Records pressing of ‘Moody (Spaced Out)’ by

ESG had come into my possession while I was working at Revolver and was

a staple of our sets. One evening, my friend, who was more of a B-boy than

myself, followed ‘Moody’ with ‘Go Bang!’ Hearing its bassline descend,

ascend and then descend again as it reverberated across the dancefloor

provided my second Arthur Russell epiphany. Next to the ultraconfident

streetwise minimalism of ‘Moody’, this was a more urgent, even more funky,

borderline hysterical track, which was impossible not to dance to. I was

hearing a wilfully out-of-control piece of music that seemed to celebrate its

own delirium, and which increased its energy levels as it progressed. The

sound was thick with instruments colliding into one another and insistent

vocals making the case for Going Bang. I had rarely heard a song so evocative

of the near-mythical downtown Manhattan at play as night became morning.

It took several days and the usual forensic examination of writer and

production credits before I was able to make the connection between

‘Go Bang!’ and ‘In the Light of the Miracle’. I recognised a similar energy

in both pieces: an invitation to share this space with its creator, music that

called for a physical response rather than a definition from the listener, whom

Arthur Russell appeared to have the gift of placing under a kinetic spell.

To be human is complex. Arthur Russell was a lifelong practitioner of

Buddhism who was well connected across a series of musical vectors, but also

frequently a recluse who revealed his character and his reportedly excellent

sense of humour to only a handful of people, most notably his partner from

1978 to the end of his life, Tom Lee. The choices Russell made in his work

are equally unorthodox; an artist resistant to the idea of genre, his talent

allowed him to excel in any number of styles and dialogues. The gift Arthur

bequeathed in his archive was to demonstrate that such a working practice

was not only possible but vital to his musical consciousness. It teaches us

that an open mind is the most formidable creative tool. There are several, at

times many, Arthurs present in the archive; each of them offers an invitation

to share the confidences of one of the most influential figures of late-

twentieth-century music.

As noted, the restoration of Russell’s music has been overseen with

loving care and attention by Steve Knutson of Audika Records in partnership

with the Arthur Russell estate, including Arthur’s partner Tom Lee.

This book is dedicated to Steve and Tom.
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1951–73





[image: image]

9

Charles Arthur Russell, Jr was born in Oskaloosa, Iowa, on 21 May 1951,

youngest child and only son of Charles and Emily and brother to two sisters,

Kate and Julie.
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At the time of his birth, Arthur’s family was enjoying the material

success of the Eisenhower Age. The family home was an architect-designed

house partly constructed out of redwood, and they had access to a vacation

property at Gull Lake, Minnesota. Arthur’s childhood was spent in the

prosperous, post-war, middle-class life of the Great Society: his father,

known familiarly as Chuck, served two terms as mayor of Oskaloosa and

ran a highly successful insurance business; his mother Emily’s interests

included playing the cello.
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Kate, Arthur and Julie Russell, early 1960s.

Kate Russell: ‘Arthur, I have always felt, was off the charts intellectually.

He was ahead of his age in the things that he cared about and that led to all

kinds of trouble academically and emotionally in the house. I wasn’t the

best of sisters in that I tried to convince him to be like the rest of the world,

too: as his friend, I tried to convince him to go out for sports and all of

that kind of crap, which I regret.’
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