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            PREFACE

         

         It is December 31, 2008, and Patti Smith and her band are ringing in the New Year at the Bowery Ballroom over a three-night stand that had become a grand New York City tradition starting in 1998. Just before midnight, the band played “Beneath the Southern Cross,” a track from her 1996 album Gone Again, the first record of the second phase of her career. “Southern Cross” as recorded is a hymn, a dirge, a paean; live, it embodies those elements and then Patti transforms it into something wholly spiritual and up­lifting, never failing to raise energy from the music and the notes and the keening of the vocal melody.

         Tonight, following a countdown to midnight some­where in the middle—where friends hand out party hats, the audience blows noisemakers, and we throw confetti on ourselves and toward the band onstage—the final bridge of “Southern Cross,” always a wall of undulating guitars and unexpectedly melodic bass, is the backdrop for Patti’s improvised recognition of the election of Barack Obama to the White House, relieved and grateful, but still cautioning us to hold the government accountable.

         This is followed by a hilariously ragtag rendition of “Auld Lang Syne,” where Lenny Kaye, Patti’s guitar­ist, majordomo, and earliest collaborator, tries to unite the band to sing in unison. He abandons ship when Patti 2vamps into “What the hell / does lang syne mean? / What the hell does it / mean?” Everyone, band and crowd, collapses into giggles. This is probably not what most people would expect from the “Godmother of Punk” but it actually encapsulates the average Patti Smith live ex­perience perfectly: she can manifest moments of com­munion and rock and roll ecstasy and in the next breath, tell a joke or make a self-deprecating aside. In the process, she reminds us that our feet are very much planted on this earth.

         The encore is the Four Tops’ Motown classic “Reach Out (I’ll Be There)” and in the middle Patti explains, “We have to leave because another band has to come on, so we’re not gonna leave, make you clap, and come back. We don’t want to waste the time, so we’re going to do one more song. Hope you have a great New Year.” She apolo­gizes if she seems a little off, noting that it was very humid and hot onstage.

         Any artist would be forgiven at that point for ending the show or throwing the softest of softballs to bring the night to an end. But this is Patti Smith, and in my experience, Patti Smith does not do half measures. So the band responds with a low, vibrating rumble as a backdrop to Patti’s pas­sionate invocation that 2009 will be a better year and that we will support and expect a great deal from our new pres­ident. And then drummer Jay Dee Daugherty (“My only drummer,” Patti reminded us when she was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame the previous year) strikes 3the kit with his usual crisp, martial ferocity, and it’s “Rock N Roll N——r,” a song from her third album, Easter, and a fairly usual choice for this point of the show. (N.B.: This is not the point in this book where I discuss the continued existence of this song in the set; I will do that later.)

         I cannot sing the words to this song, but I can revel in its punk psychedelia, jump around with my friends, and be grateful that I get to experience this in 2008, twenty-nine years after I saw her perform for the first time, twenty-nine years after Patti Smith left rock and roll to get married and raise a family, thirteen years after she returned to “the family business.” When she left us in 1979, I never thought we would see her again. I certainly did not think that I would watch her performing onstage at age sixty-one with the electric energy and verve of her younger years.

         In the bridge, when Patti is attacking the strings of her Fender Duo-Sonic, she steps to the mic and delivers this message: “I hope you have a great New Year. Work hard! Don’t be afraid to work! Don’t be afraid of failure. Don’t be afraid if the money’s low. Don’t be afraid to drink bread and water. It’ll get better. Don’t be afraid!”

         It is as though she is speaking to me directly, and I freeze where I am standing. I have recently finished a novel, gotten an agent, and am now trying to get it published. I have received rejection after rejection. My agent has told me that this is actually good news, and I should “just” write another. I am in fact writing another (and would then write another, and start a fourth). It is a hard and solitary 4pursuit, and I work 9–5 in one job and then write in every other moment that I can. I was at the show for the reasons I am always at a Patti Smith show. I was not, however, ex­pecting to receive what amounted to a surprise benedic­tion from the universe.

         That is probably the moment I first started thinking about the day I would be able to write a book on Patti Smith.

         
             

         

         Patti Smith was and still is a hero, a goddess, a field mar­shal, a saint. She was also just an awkward, skinny kid from South Jersey. Whether we were from New Jersey or anywhere else on the planet, we recognized ourselves in her sharp angles and her inability to fit into the “normal” world. But instead of slinking stealthily through it, she insisted on being seen and heard.

         For those of us who felt more comfortable around books than people, Smith made literature and reading not just de­sirable, but also implicit. Her initial forays into public per­formance were based on poetry, and she idolized Arthur Rimbaud as much as she did Bob Dylan. She made Jean Genet and William Blake and Allen Ginsberg common interview topics. She saw herself as the next rung in that ladder and paid far more than lip service to that role, both lyrically and in her continued work within the form. She still reads poetry onstage today.

         In the 1970s, when Patti decided to head in the direc­tion of rock and roll, there was a dearth of strong female 5role models in popular music, especially those who did not subscribe to conventional standards of female beauty. The gift of punk rock was that the artists made you be­lieve that you could do what they were doing, and seeing a woman onstage not just fronting, but also leading a band, her name on the marquee and on the album covers, was a beacon of hope. The fact that she was a woman who felt no need for makeup or elaborately coiffed hair and who wore what she wanted onstage was not trivial to those of us fighting our way through a world of lacy Gunne Sax dresses and Jordache jeans, the style touchpoints of the teenage seventies.

         You can trace Patti Smith’s influence through the decades, even if she is—still—the lazy and de facto com­parison for any woman in music who performs from a posi­tion of strength. But she was and remains an influence on generations of musicians. Michael Stipe. Florence Welsh. Ted Leo. PJ Harvey. Eddie Vedder. Carrie Brownstein, Janet Weiss, and Corin Tucker of Sleater-Kinney. Every member of U2. Margo Price. Shirley Manson. Sonic Youth. Courtney Love. The Smiths. Bikini Kill. Penelope Houston. The Rain­coats. (This is not a complete list by any means!) When Patti plays a music festival, it doesn’t matter where in the world it is, the wings are crowded with other performers on the bill, as excited to be there as the people in the crowd.

         
             

         

         This book is called Why Patti Smith Matters, and the above paragraphs would almost be enough to prove the case. 6But it would take a book much, much longer than this one when you add her influence over multiple generations; her groundbreaking, revolutionary punk-era career; her work that followed her return to the music business after the death of her husband; her poetry; her literary career (Smith noted in 2019 that “people used to come up to me and thank me for Horses, now they thank me for Just Kids”);1 her con­tributions to movie soundtracks; her charity work; the dozens of friends, colleagues, and supporters whose work she champions one way or another; her guest appearances; and her visual art. She is also continuing to adapt to new forms: within the past few years, she’s joined forces with Soundwalk Collective, an experimental sound group, on ambitious projects joining site-specific field recordings be­hind readings of obscure poets, and she has collected close to a million followers on Instagram, where she provides a daily stream of consciousness about what she’s reading, whose birthday it is, and what she’s working on. In early 2021, she launched a subscription newsletter, which in­cluded both journal-like missives as well as a serialization of a work in progress, accompanied by audio narration.

         This is not a biography and this is not a hagiography. This is a book about Patti Smith’s work, because it is her work that matters, and because of that work and the value that she places on her labor within the creative process. The flier advertising the first performance she ever did, at St. Mark’s Church in New York City in 1971, stated, “Ge­rard Malanga: POETRY. Patti Smith: WORK.” The latter 7wasn’t accidental; it was a completely deliberate choice. She has said that she hopes her gravestone says she was a worker; she has always referred to her performances as “jobs.” This makes her unique in that talking about and acknowledging effort is not considered “cool.” But it is yet another demystification that adheres to the tenets of punk rock. In the early days, when the Patti Smith Group would be on tour, she would say, “Next time we’re in town, don’t even come to see us. Be at another club playing yourself.”

         Patti Smith has always worked. She is still working. She has never stopped and is unlikely to do so any time soon. In 2020, she told Interview magazine, “That’s what I think of myself as, a worker. The nice thing about that is you can be a worker for as long as you live! So, I never have to retire. I’m always going to be a worker.”2

         This is also the first book on Patti Smith written by a woman. This is not unimportant, even if its subject doesn’t care to be defined as a female artist. She is a great artist, period, and it is high time her work was interpreted out­side the male gaze.

         
            217

            Notes

            1. Unofficial audience recording of Patti Smith’s “One Book, One New York” presentation at Symphony Space, May 10, 2019.

            2. Jacob Uitti, “Patti Smith Is Always Going to Be a Worker,” Interview, October 2, 2020, www.interviewmagazine.com/music/patti-smith-is-always-going-to-be-a-worker.
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            THREE CHORDS MERGED WITH

THE POWER OF THE WORD

         

         On February 10, 1971, Patti Smith stepped onto the plat­form at the front of St. Mark’s Church, carrying a sheaf of papers. She was the first poet on the bill—the support act, if you will—for the Poetry Project’s weekly reading event, on this date featuring Gerard Malanga, of Warhol Factory fame. Smith had been writing poetry since her teens—her fan club magazine would later regularly reprint pieces she had written while in high school, provided courtesy Patti’s mother—and it was one of several artistic outlets she had been seriously pursuing since her arrival in New York City in 1967.

         “This reading is dedicated to crime!” she exclaimed after her first number, which she declared “my version” of Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht’s “Mack the Knife,” chosen because it was Brecht’s birthday, she told the crowd.1 It was her version because the lyrics bear a loose relationship with the original. But “Mack the Knife” both warmed up the audience with its familiarity and her humorous interpreta­tion of the lyrics and set her desired tone for the next half hour or so. 10

         Patti read pieces about the devil, thieves, Jesse James, death, lost love, and outlaw, outsider behavior. She abso­lutely intended to shake things up, or at the very least, not be boring. The poet Gregory Corso, a mentor to Patti, often complained about boring poetry readings. She recalled sit­ting with him at the Poetry Project as he heckled readers by saying, “No blood! Get a transfusion!” As she related later in her 2010 memoir, Just Kids, “I made a mental note to make certain I was never boring if I read my own poems one day.”2

         As part of that commitment, Patti was accompanied by a lanky, bespectacled fellow on electric guitar for four of the pieces (although aside from the Brecht, which was less sung than declared), these weren’t songs; the guitar was there for background texture. This was most notable during the last composition, “Ballad of a Bad Boy,” a work that’s always re­minded me of a punk rock Edgar Allen Poe writing about a stock car race. The guitar player was a music critic, occa­sional musician, and record store clerk named Lenny Kaye, whom Patti had tracked down after reading an article he had written about doo wop music and suspecting she had found someone who shared how she felt about and heard rock and roll. She was right. The two became friends and would sometimes spend Saturday nights dancing to rock and roll records in the empty store on Bleecker Street. She knew he played guitar, and after one of her friends suggested she add music to her poems, she asked him if he could make his guitar sound like a car crash. He said he could. The two 11rehearsed a few times in Smith’s loft on Twenty-Third Street, not knowing at the time that this was the start of a friendship and musical partnership that would endure for decades.

         At the centerpiece of her set was a poem titled “Oath.” The opening lines will likely be familiar—“Jesus died for somebody’s sins / but not mine”—lines that would later be repurposed into one of Patti Smith’s most famous songs, “Gloria.” But at this moment, in February 1971, it was only a poem but still very much a declaration of independence. As she has explained at least once a year since she wrote it, the song wasn’t meant as a rejection of Jesus, but rather as an expression of her desire to be responsible for her own flaws and failures. She was here to make her own rules, in­cluding bringing an electric guitar to the Poetry Project, something that was anathema in the same way as Dylan bringing a rock and roll band to back him at the Newport Folk Festival in 1965. “As this was hallowed ground for poetry, some objected,” she explained, noting that there were “cheers and jeers.”3 Although she has never explic­itly mentioned this connection, there is zero chance that she, a devoted Dylan acolyte, didn’t take into account the parallels to Dylan going electric.

         There’s a surprisingly listenable recording of the day, thanks to Brigid Polk, a Warhol superstar who was fond of bringing her tape recorder along to concerts and other events.4 Patti seems excited, cocky, nervous, and happy. Her South Jersey accent hasn’t been smoothed out yet; she sounds not dissimilar to how she speaks today, just 12at a higher pitch and emotional frequency. She loses her place (a thing that still happens with charming regular­ity), she apologizes, and she asks for patience. But most importantly, she delivers her work with energy and verve, and the work—the poetry—is strong. There is “Oath,” and there is “Picture Hanging Blues,” still a fan favorite, a ballad of sorts written from the perspective of Jesse James’s girlfriend. Patti reads “Fire of Unknown Origin,” which later became the title track of a Blue Öyster Cult album.

         Finally, there is “Ballad of a Bad Boy.” It’s this perfor­mance that stands out the most in the 1971 recording. It was the last poem in her set; you can hear the relief in her voice, which she takes advantage of to let herself spool out a little more rope, insert a soupçon more attitude, and hone her energy. The result is an emotional tone that is more playful, and it finally feels like she’s having fun up there. She dedicates the poem to “Sam,” the playwright Sam Shepard—at the time her boyfriend and the person she wrote it for—who was sitting in the church balcony. He was the friend who suggested she add music, who would shortly afterward replace the guitar she had given to her sister Kimberly with an instrument that Patti would call her “true guitar,” a 1931 Depression model Gibson acoustic that she named Bo.5 (She still has it today.)

         She had not discarded traditional poetic form, but in­stead had created her own by hot-wiring rock and roll’s energy and forward motion to the Symbolists’ “mysti­cal orientation.”6 Symbolism, the philosophy with which 13Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, Paul Verlaine, Gé­rard de Nerval, and others of the poètes maudits (“accursed poets”) were aligned, is pretty much what it sounds like: using symbols to stand for everything.

         It’s not that she was the first poet or rock and roll lyricist to use this method. Rather, it’s her approach, her subject matter, her delivery, her phrasing, and how she uses her voice that make it unique. And the fact that it came from the pen of a woman is not trivial; I once wondered what it would have felt like if a woman had written and sung Dylan’s epic work of symbolism “Desolation Row” and how that could have changed the world.7 This explanation applies to future songs she would write, such as “Land” or “Break It Up” or “Birdland,” pieces where it is blindingly obvious that much is metaphorical or symbolic.

         “The atmosphere was charged,” Patti later wrote of that day in 1971, and it’s not an exaggeration.8 The rest of her work, her life, her career, her contribution to the culture stretched out in an ever-extending arc from that moment forward.

         
             

         

         Patricia Lee Smith entered this world on December 30, 1946, during a Chicago blizzard. She was the firstborn to her working-class parents, Beverly and Grant, her father just out of the army. The Smiths later moved from Chicago to Philadelphia and then from Philly out into the new sub­divisions being built across the Delaware River in South Jersey. They settled in a town called Deptford, where the 14houses were built on land that used to be farms, near quar­ries, swamps, and overgrown orchards; at night you heard crickets, wild hogs, and other sounds that were more mys­terious and less discernible for a city kid. Across the street from the Smith house, a local grange called Hoedown Hall still held weekly square dances. South Jersey is the land of strip malls now, but back then, it was very much its own place and not just a featureless continuation of exurban sprawl.

         Grant Smith worked in the area factories, while Beverly waited tables at a diner and made a potato salad that cus­tomers would travel out of their way to order. Patti would end up with three siblings: Todd, Linda, and Kimberly. With four children to support, her parents were often out working extra shifts, leaving Patti Lee in charge. This might seem insane now, but in the 1950s, this scenario was not terribly uncommon. Eldest children, especially eldest daughters, often ended up in the role of supervisor, ring­leader, and protector. Patti assumed all these duties for her brother and sisters, telling stories and inventing games based on the books she voraciously read and keeping everyone out of harm’s way, as when fire broke out one night in Hoedown Hall. Patti ran outside holding her youngest sister, still an infant, and watched the flames leap into the air, an image that would inspire the song “Kim­berly” on her first record.

         Patti’s father wasn’t a religious man: “my father was searching” is how she described him.9 Grant was interested 15in esoteric subjects that helped him make sense of the world, and he shared his inquisitive nature with his old­est child, who would stand with her dad as he surveyed the skies above Hoedown Hall, looking for UFOs. Bev­erly was a Jehovah’s Witness and Patti’s curiosity about the notion of God, prayer, and the soul compelled her to follow along—until she grew older and learned that the Witnesses considered modern art a sacrilege and told her there would be no place for it in heaven.

         The Smith house was filled with books and music—rock and roll, opera, and classical—and young Patti, en­couraged by her parents, found her refuge in all the above. “We were a very open family, where all of these things had a place of wonder,” she said in 2015.10 Her mother read her both the Bible and The Arabian Nights, which bookended a voracious reading habit. This was all the kind of fuel for a smart, curious child that would propel her forward and sustain her in low or uncertain moments.

         Patti Lee was also one of those kids whom parents would refer to in hushed tones as “sickly.” She contracted influ­enza each spring, and she managed to catch all the child­hood illnesses of the day: measles, mumps, and chicken pox, as well as pneumonia, tuberculosis, rubella, and scarlet fever. By the time Patti contracted scarlet fever, it was no longer a major cause of child mortality, but it—along with almost everything else—kept her at home and in bed, suf­fering through high temperatures and hallucinations. The scarlet fever in particular she would later credit for giving 16her a kind of second sight, but she was already the kind of child a teacher would describe as “sensitive” or chide for “excessive daydreaming.” She also had chronic insom­nia and would stare out the window looking for spaceships and fairies while having long conversations with God. “I rarely slept as a child,” she said. “Having God to talk to at night was nice.”11

         As a fellow insomnia sufferer, I would sit up late in my teenage years, headphones on, listening to her and others of the new guard, plotting my own escape, trusting that I would also, some day, find my people.

         
             

         

         “No one expected me. Everything awaited me.”12 With that simple statement, Patti Smith described her arrival in New York City on July 3, 1967, at the age of twenty. She took the bus from Philadelphia to Port Authority carrying a small suitcase and wearing a long gray raincoat and black turtleneck. She was coming to find community and to find out if she had it in her to become an artist, but mostly to find work. She had lost her job in a textbook factory and was on the waiting list for jobs at the two other local fac­tories where she would be qualified to work. She knew New York was full of bookstores, and if she had to have a straight job, working in a place surrounded by her beloved books seemed ideal.

         The few friends she had who shared her progressive out­look on the world had already left for the Big Apple and en­rolled in art school at Brooklyn’s Pratt Institute. Although 17Patti’s parents were exceedingly open-minded for both the time and the area they lived in, it was still the 1960s and the career paths for women, especially working-class women, were limited. At the urging of her father, who was concerned that his eldest daughter wasn’t pretty enough to ever get married, and “thought that the teaching pro­fession would afford … security,”13 Patti tried attending teacher’s college, but was dismissed when she became pregnant at the age of nineteen.

         It may have been the sixties and the Summer of Love, but in South New Jersey, Patti had to leave her family’s house and go live elsewhere toward the end of her term so that her family wouldn’t have to deal with the societal repercussions of having a daughter who was unmarried and pregnant. She chose to have the baby and give it up for adoption, but even after having done so, she knew she didn’t have the money to continue to attend college, nor did she want to become a teacher. Like so many before her, a hopeful Patti Smith headed to New York City in search of work, but also in search of what she hoped would be her destiny. She didn’t quite know what it would be or how it would manifest itself, but she was armed with the unfailing belief that it was out there, waiting for her.

         
             

         

         Upon arrival in New York, she searched out her friends and played the time-honored game of rotating between couches and floors so as to not wear out her welcome. When that wasn’t an option, she improvised. She often slept in a 18dorm hallway at Pratt, on the subway, in graveyards. It was a different city then, one that most of the world had given up on. As another kid from the suburbs, I completely be­lieve her when she relates that she felt more unsafe walking down a dark, deserted dirt road near her family home than she did sleeping in Central Park near the Alice in Wonderland statue. I started coming to the city with my family in 1974, and it felt like large swaths of it—especially below, say, Thirty-Fourth Street—had been allowed to go to seed. In 1974, we were still a year out from the infamous New York Daily News headline declaring, “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD,” but by the end of the 1960s when Patti ar­rived, the city had begun to enter the downward spiral that would lead it to the brink of bankruptcy. This helped create an environment where you could both easily lose and/or reinvent yourself. No one cared. No one was watching.

         There’s a particularly great passage in Just Kids where Patti describes what it was like to be in Greenwich Village on the cusp of the Age of Aquarius: “It was the summer Col­trane died. The summer of ‘Crystal Ship.’ … Jimi Hendrix set his guitar in flames in Monterey… . It was the summer I met Robert Mapplethorpe.”14 Listening to Patti recite that passage at a reading or a concert is always delightful; it is one of the many ways she keeps her friend’s spirit alive, each time reading her own words with enthusiasm and delight, hamming it up for adorable effect. Sometimes she reminds me of Cloris Leachman in Young Frankenstein, de­claring that Dr. Frankenstein was “My boyfriend!” 19

         Robert Mapplethorpe, now regarded as one of the most influential photographers and visual artists of the late twentieth century, was, in 1967, an on-again, off-again art student who had rebelled against a strict Catholic up­bringing and believed he was destined to be a great and successful artist.

         He initially met Patti Smith when she was looking for her friends in Brooklyn and he happened to be living in their former apartment. Then, another time, he came into the bookstore where she was working. The third time they met, the Goddess got fed up and pushed the two of them together; Patti was on a blind date with an older man who was trying to get her to come upstairs and, um, see his etch­ings, and Robert was tripping on LSD and walking around the East Village. Patti ran up to him and asked him to pre­tend to be her boyfriend so that she had a plausible escape route. The two discovered they were both seekers, kindred souls united in their pursuit of Art. Thus began a creative alliance, romantic partnership, and devoted friendship that Smith would later chronicle in beautiful, evocative detail in Just Kids.

         
             

         

         The Hotel Chelsea sits at 222 West Twenty-Third Street, a once-gorgeous ten-story landmarked building with an ornate terra-cotta facade, adorned with black iron scroll-work.15 It is a presence on Twenty-Third Street, fully occu­pying three-quarters of the block between Seventh and Eighth Avenues. Among its many functions was to serve 20as a haven for bohemia, a refuge that across the decades offered succor to writers, dancers, musicians, and artists of all types and temperaments, and it was still going strong when Patti Smith and Robert Mapplethorpe arrived there in summer 1969.

         Patti chose the hotel because they were broke and Robert was ill, and she had heard that you could barter art in exchange for rent. The people they would meet at and because of the hotel would end up being pivotal in both their lives and careers, and their time there would add to the Chelsea’s lofty heritage as an artistic melting pot. But at this point, they were two hungry (both literally and fig­uratively) artists trying to make it.

         She loved to sit in the downstairs lobby and watch the comings and goings, the residents who were behind on their rent trying to sneak by without being noticed, the new arrivals, the visitors and other more transient guests using the hotel as, well, a hotel. It was in the lobby where she would meet the archivist Harry Smith, where she would escort a tipsy William Burroughs out to a taxi, where Bob Dylan cohort and confidant Bob Neuwirth would ask her what she was writing. Neuwirth introduced her as “the poet” to other musicians, and through his aegis she would meet (and later write a song for) the great Janis Joplin. When Patti accompanied him to Woodstock where the Band was recording, she met the wunderkind musician and producer Todd Rundgren.

         The cosmic requisition-and-supply atmosphere of the 21Chelsea would also address more mundane concerns. The filmmaker Sandy Daley, who lived in the room next door, gave Patti carte blanche to come over and take a shower whenever she needed to, instead of having to use the shared hallway bath. And meeting fashion designer Bruce Rudow, another Chelsea resident, was immensely useful to Robert as Rudow generously offered advice about merging art and fashion. He would also end up with an oversize influence on Patti by later introducing her to her first manager, Jane Friedman. These encounters and others like them would lead to a spiderweb of other meetings and associations that would chart a path forward for Patti.

         
             

         

         On the inside of Patti’s left knee is a stick-and-poke tattoo of a lightning bolt. She acquired the ink from the Aus­tralian artist Vali Myers in one of those moments of syn­chronicity that could only happen in the Chelsea Hotel in its heyday: Patti was sitting in her usual spot in the lobby sketching out ideas for the tattoo when Vali swept into the building with a live fox draped around her neck. Patti rec­ognized her from Love on the Left Bank, a 1950s book that chronicled bohemian life in Paris, and asked if she would give her a tattoo. Vali agreed.

         This anecdote is fascinating for a myriad of reasons—Vali was an organic, fantastical artist whose work was widely praised by people like Salvador Dalí; the tattoo session was filmed for a Warholian type of posterity by Sandy Daley, who had previously documented Robert 22Mapplethorpe getting his nipple pierced; and Sam Shepard tagged along and got his own tattoo, a crescent moon on the web between his thumb and forefinger. But the tat-too’s true significance is Patti’s reason for choosing that particular symbol. It came from a book she was reading about the Oglala Lakota warrior known as Crazy Horse. In Just Kids, she recalls that Crazy Horse had a lightning bolt symbol tattooed on his horse’s ears to remind himself not to take spoils in battle, lest he be defeated. “I tried to apply this lesson to the things at hand,” she wrote, “careful not to take spoils that were not rightfully mine.”16

         Her desire to get the lightning bolt tattoo came in the aftermath of the blinding success of Patti’s reading at the Poetry Project. Immediately afterward, she was showered with countless offers: a two-page spread of her poetry in the nascent CREEM magazine and multiple entreaties from rock impresario Steve Paul. He offered to curate a band for her, have one of his up-and-coming stars write songs with her, or just to sign a record contract with her. She believed that Paul’s enthusiasm for her talent was 100 percent genuine, but as she told the music writer Lisa Rob­inson, who became a constant and thoughtful supporter of Smith’s work through the years, “I don’t think he under­stood it, but he understands applause.”17 Ultimately, Patti convinced Paul to hire her as an office assistant, mostly so she could quit her bookstore job. “Steve kept asking why I chose to make his lunch and clean his birdcages instead of 23making a record,” she writes. “I didn’t really believe I was destined to clean the cage, but I also knew it wasn’t right to take the contract.”18

         Specifically, Patti felt that her instant success wasn’t sufficiently hard-won, that the people whose work she admired most, like her beloved poets or even her partner-in-crime Robert Mapplethorpe, had put in the actual effort. It all comes back to her belief in work and the im­portance of putting in the time and effort required. Patti Smith would have hardly been the first person to come to New York City in search of something, only to have it handed to her on a silver platter, but she was the rare indi­vidual who didn’t jump at the chance. This wasn’t because of imposter syndrome, nor was it even self-doubt. It came from a deep inner belief system and the work ethic instilled in her childhood. It would serve her well.

         She accepted two offers after the St. Mark’s reading: an agreement with Telegraph Books to publish a chapbook of her poems and a friendship with the music writer/producer/manager Sandy Pearlman, at the time working with a band called Stalk-Forrest Group, later known as Blue Öyster Cult. Seventh Heaven was published by Telegraph in 1972, and to promote the book, the publisher brought her to the United Kingdom for the first time for readings in London, which exposed her to a brand-new audience who would stay loyal for a lifetime. Her association with Pearlman led to her writing or cowriting multiple songs for 24BÖC and introduced her to the band’s keyboardist, Allen Lanier, with whom she would share one of her most sig­nificant relationships.

         
             

         

         Jane Friedman is one of those names music aficionados know if they’re the kind of people who read liner notes. Among her many credits, her publicity firm managed the PR for the original Broadway production of Hair as well as for the 1969 Woodstock festival and represented artists such as Frank Zappa, Jimi Hendrix, and Stevie Wonder. Her focus has always been on her artists, and she’s given only one interview over the course of her career, which is unfortunate because her contributions to the culture have been formidable.

         In an industry that doesn’t love women in positions of authority of any kind and to this day defaults to the as­sumption that a woman backstage (or anywhere around music, really) is there because she has some kind of pruri­ent motive, Friedman’s portfolio was impeccable and im­pressive. After the initial introduction from Bruce Rudow, the two women became friendly and eventually joined forces as manager and artist.

         Friedman had worked with poets so she knew how to find them gigs, even if Patti’s way of reading her work wasn’t like anyone else’s. At the time, Friedman was also booking the Mercer Arts Center. The Mercer was a semi-magical wreck of a place on Broadway and West Third Street in the Village that had become a locus for performers and 25musicians who didn’t have a space within the mainstream music business because of how they looked, how they sounded, or a combination of the two.

         Friedman put Patti on bills “opening” for proto-glam bands that had their own followings, like Ruby and the Rednecks or Teenage Lust. She made five dollars a night (which she only realized later was coming out of Friedman’s own pocket) with an act that consisted of the poems she had read at St. Mark’s Church along with some of her newer work, sometimes singing, but always sparring with the glittery teens in the audience who heckled her mercilessly. She had to be sharp and she had to be good and she had to be funny, or she wouldn’t have survived. This is where she honed her ability to manage an audience, a skill she would later attribute to her years of watching Johnny Carson, though I also recognize both the New Jersey in it as well as the weird kid’s comedy defense mechanism.

         The kid from the (actual) swamps of Jersey won them over; the audience would shout requests at her, poems they wanted to hear, like she was a rock and roll band and they wanted to make sure she played their favorite song. As the run progressed, Patti introduced a new poem she had written: “Piss Factory,” the story of her escape from New Jersey to the Big Apple. “It seemed to bring the audience and me together,” she noted in Just Kids.19

         
             

         

         By early 1973, Patti had graduated from the Mercer to opening for the outrageous rock and roll glamsters, the 26New York Dolls, at Max’s Kansas City. The infamous back room of the club was where she and Robert Mapplethorpe attempted (and succeeded) to establish themselves in the NYC downtown scene. Now Patti was back, on the bill as an artist rather than a striving scenester.

         Patti knew she liked being onstage but didn’t like acting. She hadn’t stopped drawing, but it wasn’t compelling her sufficiently to be her main outlet. Patti had kept her focus on her poetry and how she presented it. She now had her first chapbook, Seventh Heaven, as part of her arsenal of material, which contained “Fire of Unknown Origin,” two poems about Amelia Earhart, and one of my favorites, “Dog Dream,” which begins:

         
            
               have you seen

               dylan’s dog

               it got wings

               it can fly20

            

         

         The poem then goes on to talk about Dylan’s snake and Dylan’s bird in a playful and lighthearted tone, sometimes sung as high and lonesome blues. “Dog Dream” was part of a reading she did at St. Mark’s Church in April 1972, sup­porting her friend Jim Carroll, another poet who had rock and roll in his blood and liked to break the rules. (The two were briefly involved, but their mutual admiration of each other’s work long outlasted their romantic entanglement.) At that reading, Patti declared: 27

         
            This reading is dedicated to Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, the late great Gil Hodges, and the off-track bet­tors of America.

         

         A poetry reading is about reading one’s work, but again, as Gregory Corso had encouraged her, Patti is not just reading the words, she is infusing them with everything she can muster. She’s setting a scene, she’s engaging the audience, she’s reading their energy and tailoring her per­formance to it. The nascent kinetics of that first reading in ’71 had established itself as her signature style. Her pre­sentation was animated and engaging, she was clearly modeling her rhythm and phrasing on rock and roll, and she executed it with enthusiastic verve. She was excited to be reading her work to an audience, and that feeling was tangible.

         Her poems also appeared in what might have seemed like an unlikely location: CREEM magazine. The De­troit music magazine was known for being irreverent and anti-establishment, and while she did write some actual rock journalism for them, they also published her poetry because they could see the rock and roll and the energy in it. Their readers saw it, too, and they famously didn’t like anything. As one wrote, “We don’t need more like her, we need more of her.”21

         
             

         

         The response—positive or negative—to her work kept propelling Patti forward. She put together her own reading 28in honor of Jim Morrison at a downtown loft space, get­ting the word out with an ad in the Village Voice and fli­ers around downtown, and people showed up. This wasn’t a captive crowd, there to see a headliner but forced to sit through the poetry; these were individuals tangibly re­sponding to Patti’s concepts and ideas, affirming to both Patti and Jane Friedman that there was an audience for her work. They talked about how to broaden her presentation, and Friedman encouraged her to bring Lenny Kaye—who had been in the crowd at the Morrison reading—back into the mix.

         Patti’s next self-produced concept was a series of read­ings under the umbrella “Rock n’ Rimbaud,” where she was joined by Lenny and occasionally other musicians. Again, her supporters, scenesters, and the just plain curious flocked to the event. “It occurred to me that, instead of this being a onetime event, we had the potential of something to build on,” she remembered.22 Friedman kept looking for more opportunities for the two to perform, getting Patti readings in bars when she could and bringing Lenny along when it worked. Toward the end of the year, they were re­warded for their diligence with an invitation to open for the political singer-songwriter Phil Ochs, playing two sets a night for six days at Max’s Kansas City.

         
             

         

         Patti and Lenny had been talking about adding a pianist, another step moving this still undefined but growing body of work forward. They spent a day auditioning keyboard 29players, hoping to find someone who wasn’t just talented but would also fit into what they were building. “We thought a piano would suit our style, being both percussive and melodic,” Patti said.23 They found who they needed in Richard Sohl, whom Patti christened “DNV” because he physically resembled Tadzio, the main character in the 1971 film adaptation of Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice.24 Sohl was classically trained but that day demon­strated that he was comfortable with any style of music, and importantly, he played with the unfazed flexibility of a piano bar musician in a Bourbon Street bar on a Saturday night. He could follow Patti anywhere, and onstage he always watched her like a hawk, ready to pull back or fill a moment.

         The future Patti Smith Group wasn’t a piano-based band, but Sohl’s musicianship and songwriting chops were critical to its sound. He added a warmth and fluidity that wasn’t exactly what anyone expected to hear from a band that would be grouped into what would soon be called “punk rock.” His musical contributions to Patti’s body of work were bedrock; imagine “Free Money,” “Frederick,” or especially “Because the Night” without Sohl’s deliber­ate, expressive introductions, “Birdland” without the mys­tical swirl he invoked, or the simple pathos of the piano in “The Jackson Song.” His work was part of what made them transcend.

         But on that March day in 1974, the curly-haired dude sent uptown on the recommendation of Danny Fields—the 30free-spirited music industry maven who handled PR for the Doors, signed both the MC5 and the Stooges to record contracts, and would shortly end up managing the Ramones—was a welcome addition to what Patti and Lenny were building. Patti’s slogan “three chords merged with the power of the word” derived from the moment DNV joined the duo, a way to try to describe what they were doing, a way to differentiate it from anything else that was out there—or at least a way to warn the unsuspecting.

         
             

         

         In the early 1970s, there simply were not that many places in New York City for an unsigned band playing original material. At that time, bands worked their way up from the Bottom Line to the Academy of Music to the Felt Forum to, finally, Madison Square Garden.25 There were still folk clubs in the Village, left over from the 1960s, but they were mostly tourist traps. There was Max’s Kansas City, but even there, a band needed a strong following or label sup­port. The Mercer Arts Center literally collapsed into a pile of rubble in August 1973, which left a big void. Club 82, a former East Village bar for drag queens, opened its doors to glam rock, and the Coventry out in Sunnyside was also friendly to the star-spangled set—but it was in Queens.

         A new band calling themselves Television organized and played their first show at a small theater in March 1974. But one venue does not a scene make, and it put the onus of the gig’s promotion on the band and its manager. One day, Tom Verlaine and Richard Lloyd, both guitarists in 31the band, were walking down the Bowery and passed a bar. The proprietor was outside hanging his new awning. CBGB and OMFUG, it read, which the owner, Hilly Kristal, told them stood for Country Blue Grass and Blues and Other Music For Uplifting Gourmandizers. They convinced him to let them have Sunday nights, the quietest night of the week, and promised that he would make money on the bar if he let them have the door. They charged two dollars.

         The first Television show at CB’s, as the club would be­come known around the world, happened a few weeks later, on March 31. They continued to play every Sunday, telling their friends, coworkers, neighbors, and other like-minded comrades to come on down, regularly pulling in twenty to thirty people. Other bands soon approached Kristal and asked for a booking, like the Stilettos, fea­turing a guitar player named Chris Stein and a lead singer named Debbie Harry. The Stilettos would eventually be­come Blondie, the most commercially successful of all the punk bands. At the same time, four friends from Queens who called themselves the Ramones organized their own show at a loft space near Gramercy Park; they too would shortly find their way down to 315 Bowery.

         If this all seems like some kind of magic, understand that the scenes were small, and once you found your people, you made a deliberate effort to stick together. “The people that were at Club 82—Lenny Kaye, Joey Ramone, Tommy Ramone … Gary Valentine, Debbie [Harry] and Chris [Stein], Johnny Thunders—essentially, everybody took their 32platforms off, cut their hair, walked around the corner, and wound up at CBGB,” said Blondie drummer Clem Burke.26 “It was the same 25 or 35 people in the audience,” explained Lenny, “and you would get up onstage and play, and then go offstage and hang out and watch your friends play.”27

         If you’ve ever heard stories about what a dump CBGB was, they are all true. They were true when the place opened, and they were true in the early 1980s when I walked in the door with a fake ID at the age of sixteen. The room was long and narrow, with the bar along the right side, and at the time, the stage was along the left wall (it would later move to the back of the club). According to Alan Vega of Suicide, the experimental shock-rock duo who became part of the scene, “the bathrooms were already horrific, even before it was renamed CBGB.”28

         It was a forgotten bar in a part of town you avoided un­less you had no other options, which made it the perfect place to inadvertently launch a revolution. The Bowery Mission was just down the road, and SRO (single room oc­cupancy) hotels were everywhere, including right above the club. Unhoused people slept on the sidewalk, and in the winter, the street glowed with fires lit in trash barrels that the sleepers used to keep warm. (This is something I saw for myself as a kid when we drove down to Katz’s Deli­catessen to grab some pastrami to take back to Connecti­cut.) The location both protected it from noise complaints and ensured that the only people showing up wanted to be there; even in the 1980s, you planned your route to and 33from the club carefully so you didn’t get jumped. But after Television planted their flag, it would only take about a year before limousines were pulling up in front of the club.

         
             

         

         In April 1974, following the premiere of Ladies and Gentlemen: The Rolling Stones, Patti and Lenny made their way to the club on the Bowery at the invitation of Television’s Richard Hell and Richard Lloyd. Hell knew Patti from the poetry scene; everyone knew Lenny Kaye because he wrote about music, worked in a record store, and had been showing up at the Mercer, Club 82, or anywhere else live music was happening. Lenny was particularly known to rock and roll aficionados because of his work putting together a compilation album called Nuggets: Original Artyfacts from the First Psychedelic Era 1965–1968.

         Nuggets was a collection of amazing garage rock singles recorded in the mid-1960s that, by the early ’70s, had virtually disappeared. Among the tracks were now-acknowledged classics such as “I Had Too Much to Dream (Last Night)” by the Electric Prunes, “Psychotic Reaction” by the Count Five, “Dirty Water” by the Stan-dells, and “Pushin’ Too Hard” by the Seeds, among many others. The compilation didn’t sell that well on its initial release, but over time it turned into a cultural lodestone, where knowing the songs and bands that appeared on the record signified a shared ethos and common understanding of the important rudiments of rock and roll music. Hell and Verlaine knew the record before they knew the man 34behind it; countless others who would either step onto the stage or show up to watch the bands would also declare their allegiance to its fuzztone excellence.

         Both Patti and Lenny were excited by Televison’s per­formance as well as with the idea of the club as a place for bands like theirs to perform. A few months later, Tele­vision would open for Patti, Lenny, and Richard for half a dozen shows at Max’s Kansas City; an allegiance had been formed. “We were working in the same outer limits” is how Lenny explained it.29 And Television would be their chosen comrades when Patti would finally play CBGB in early 1975.

         
             

         

         A few months later, the trio of Smith, Kaye, and Sohl entered Jimi Hendrix’s Electric Lady Studios on West Eighth Street to make a record. In that era, while it wasn’t unheard of for musicians to record and release their own material, it was unusual to enter a studio without record company support because it was expensive and required skill, two formidable barriers. But Lenny knew his way around a recording studio, and Robert Mapplethorpe offered to fund the project. It didn’t seem all that foreign a concept to all involved because on the poetry scene poets were always putting out chapbooks, and this DIY—do it yourself—ethos would soon become fundamental to the burgeoning punk rock scene wherever it sprang up.

         Making a record was also an incredibly smart and forward-thinking decision. “We wanted to see if we could 35get the magic we felt we were creating onstage onto a record,” explained Lenny.30 If the magic couldn’t be cap­tured on vinyl, it was a problem that would have to be resolved somehow. At the time, the path forward for un­signed musicians was to get signed to a record deal and then to make records. Better to find out early that adjust­ments need to be made and make them on your own time rather than fall flat and end up in the cut-out bin.31

         A version of Hendrix’s “Hey Joe” was meant as the A-side, with lyrics ripped out of the headlines: the kidnap­ping of the heiress Patty Hearst dominated the news cycle. The saga was terrifying and scintillating in equal amounts and inspired Patti to write what she called a “meditation on her situation.”32 The instrumentation was languid and yet dissonant, exactly what you would expect from the combination of musicians: Sohl’s chords filled the space and fed both melody and rhythm, Lenny provided solid­ity and backbone, and Television’s Tom Verlaine (whom they had asked to join for the session as a second guitar­ist) issued the aural equivalent of broken glass. And Patti sounds triumphant, ecstatic, like someone on the verge of a great adventure.

         The B-side was “Piss Factory,” Patti’s poem set over music written by Richard Sohl. It was and remains a re­markable composition. Sohl constructed a melody that conveys tension and frustration as Patti relates the story of her escape from New Jersey, of breaking free from what could have been her destiny if she didn’t hold fast to her 36belief in herself and get out. “Hey Joe” is gorgeous, but on “Piss Factory” she is so very much herself, exhibiting swagger, attitude, confidence, and truth:

         
            
               I will never return

               Never return

               No, never return to burn out at this Piss factory

               And I will travel light

               Oh, watch me now.33

            

            
               It was breathtaking then and remains so right now.

            

         

         The single was pressed and attributed to Mer Records (“Music of the most high,” the label read, which with Lenny and Patti’s love of reggae, was not false adver­tising). Jane Friedman sold copies for two dollars out of a shopping bag at the entrance to shows, and it ended up on the jukebox at Max’s, a place of great honor. The musi­cians were surprised to learn that “Piss Factory” was more popular than “Hey Joe.” They shouldn’t have been, but it was yet another sign that things were moving in the right direction.

         
             

         

         Back in New Jersey, another young musician at the start of his career found himself intrigued by a photograph of Patti in CREEM. “I was keeping an eye on the competition,” Bruce Springsteen told me. “The first thing I heard was the song ‘Piss Factory,’ and so I said, ‘Whoa, somebody else 37is writing about working people. Who’s doing this right now?’ Because there weren’t that many people doing it.”34

         
             

         

         The trio headed out to the West Coast in November, playing at the infamous Whisky a Go Go on the Sunset Strip and then heading up to the Bay Area for a free show at a record store, a poetry reading, and an impromptu ap­pearance at promoter Bill Graham’s Winterland Ballroom. There was a tremendous response from the California kids, who have remained loyal to this day.

         Theresa Kereakes, a teenage photographer who became a vital part of the LA punk scene, told me:

         
            There was a small group of us that read all the papers. We were aware of Patti, we were aware of the whole downtown New York scene, and very eagerly anticipated their pres­ence on the West Coast, record deal or no… . We really looked up to New York, because as glam kids who were morphing into punk kids, this was like—these people knew the New York Dolls! They came up in the same petri dish—we just wanted to be a degree of separation from that.35

         

         The California trip was incredibly validating to the band, but it also revealed their weaknesses. For the Win­terland gig, they borrowed Allen Lanier, who played key­boards and guitar for Blue Öyster Cult and was Patti’s main squeeze, as well as Jonathan Richman from Boston proto-punks the Modern Lovers on drums. “By then the 38music had grown to the point where we needed somebody else,” remembered Lenny. “I was really trying to keep the rhythm going. I couldn’t really do anything else.”36 But finding someone simpatico proved challenging because, in Patti’s words, “none of them warmed up to the idea of a girl being the leader.”37

         In the end, the winner was Ivan Král, who had been a teenage rock star in his native Czechoslovakia until he and his family fled the country in 1966, a story he wrote about in the song “Citizen Ship” on Wave in 1979. He, too, had been hovering around the glam rock scene in a band called Luger before joining forces with Debbie Harry and Chris Stein in what became Blondie.

         Ivan Král wasn’t a flashy guitarist, but he was confident, competent, and malleable, which was exactly what Patti, Lenny, and Richard needed. “What we liked the most about him,” Lenny explained, “we didn’t have to change what we were doing; we sounded like ourselves, only bigger.”38 He could trade off on bass with Lenny and provide a reliable backing on rhythm guitar so that when the others mean­dered off into improvisation land, there was someone teth­ering them to the ground. He was a meat-and-potatoes classic rock kind of guy, and you can hear it in the songs he cowrote, like “Ain’t It Strange,” “25th Floor,” and, most notably, “Dancing Barefoot,” which would become one of Patti’s most-covered songs. And you can hear it when he would take the spotlight, picking covers like Elvis’s “Jail­house Rock” or the Stones’ “Time Is on My Side.” (In 1976, 39Rock Scene would breathlessly report, “Patti Smith and Ivan Král keep a photo of Keith on every hotel room wall they stay in.”39)

         Ivan was in place in time for the band’s first appearance at CBGB in February 1975, once again with Television in the support slot. Everyone in the band had been hanging out at the bar and going to shows, but it took the nascent PSG almost a year to get onstage there. But they made up for lost time: February, March, and April of that year was effectively a Patti Smith Group boot camp. They were booked into CB’s for at least twenty-five nights running, with two shows per weeknight and three on weekends. And they filled the place; it put CBGB on the map at a time when no one else was selling out shows at the club on the weekend (or any other time, for that matter).

         The genius and diligence of this approach is awe-inspiring. It gave the PSG the benefits of being on the road without having to be on the road. They got to work out their songs, build cohesiveness and momentum as a live act, find out what worked and—more importantly—what didn’t, in front of a mostly sympathetic hometown crowd. Practicing in rehearsal spaces is necessary, but it can never replace playing in front of an audience. Any of the CB’s bands could have taken this approach, and while there were other multi-night residencies, no one else was showing up with such intensity. Is it any wonder that they were the first band to get a major label deal? “We became a real band after that gig,” said Lenny.4040

         Patti Smith came to New York City to work. Clive Davis took her at her word, and she signed a seven-record, $750,000 deal (worth about $3.75 million in 2021) with his new label, Arista Records, toward the end of March. The size and length of the contract indicated an investment; it wasn’t what was known as an “artist development deal,” an arrangement whereby a record company provides a modest financial outlay for an artist they think has promise, so the band can afford to buy some equipment or focus on song­writing instead of day jobs. This was the real thing.
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