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AUTHOR’S NOTE





Grappling with a period as extended – seven years, 1978–1984 – and teeming with simultaneous activity as post-punk presented some problems in terms of organising the material. With so many things happening in parallel, straight chronology obviously wasn’t an option. My solution was to break up the period into micro-narratives, most of them determined by geography: city-based scenes (New York’s No Wave and mutant disco eras, for instance), regions (Ohio’s Cleveland–Akron scene), or whole countries (Scotland). Other chapters are based on genre or sensibility: industrial, synthpop, New Pop, and so forth. Some are oriented around particular clusters of artists: the milieux of Rough Trade and 2-Tone, along with kindred-spirit groups not on either label. In other cases, two artists are paired because of direct links and/or an affinity: The Pop Group and The Slits shared common members and were on the same label at one point; Wire and Talking Heads had no such links but still seemed to belong together. Because each micro-narrative is followed from its earliest beginnings to its conclusion (or what felt like the best cut-off point), Rip It Up and Start Again proceeds in a sort of three steps forward, two steps back fashion. But, by and large, each new chapter starts a little bit further along the historical timeline than the previous one, and by the end of the book the events are taking place in 1983–4. For a sense of fully integrated chronological flow, consult the Timeline near the end of the book, and marvel at the sheer density of simultaneous post-punk action.



















INTRODUCTION





Punk bypassed me almost completely. Thirteen going on fourteen at the time, growing up in a Hertfordshire commuter town, I have only the faintest memories of 1977-and-all-that. I vaguely recall photo spreads of spiky-haired punks in a Sunday colour supplement, but that’s it really. The Pistols swearing on television, ‘God Save the Queen’ versus the Silver Jubilee, an entire culture convulsed and quaking – I simply did not notice. As for what I was into and up to instead – well, it’s a bit of a haze. Was 1977 the year I wanted to be a cartoonist? Or, having moved on to science fiction, did I spend my time systematically working through the local library’s cache of Ballard, Pohl, Dick? All I know for sure is that pop music scarcely impinged on my consciousness.


My younger brother Tim got into punk first, a godawful racket coming through the bedroom wall. On one of the many occasions I went in there to complain, I must have lingered. The profanity hooked me first (I was fourteen, after all): Johnny Rotten’s ‘Fuck this and fuck that/Fuck it all and fuck her fucking brat’. More than the naughty words themselves, though, it was the vehemence and virulence of Rotten’s delivery – those percussive ‘fucks’, the demon-glee of the rolled ‘r’s in ‘brrrrrrrat’. There’s been a thousand carefully reasoned theses validating the movement’s sociocultural import, but if anyone’s really honest, the sheer monstrous evil of punk was a huge part of its appeal. The sickness of Devo, for instance – I’d never heard anything so creepy and debased as their early Stiff single ‘Jocko Homo’ b/w ‘Mongoloid’, brought round to our house by a far more advanced friend.


When I got into the Pistols and the rest, around the middle of 1978, I’d no idea that this was all officially ‘dead’. The Pistols were long split; Rotten had already formed Public Image Ltd. Because I’d been otherwise occupied and missed the entire birth, life and death of punk, I also cannily skipped the mourning after – that sickening ’78 crash experienced by almost everybody who was ‘there’ and aware during the exhilarating ’77 rush. My belated discovery of the movement coincided with when things began to pick up again, with what soon became known as ‘post-punk’ – the subject of this book. So I was listening to X-Ray Spex’s Germ Free Adolescents, but also the first PiL album, Talking Heads’ Fear of Music, and Cut by The Slits. It was all one bright, bursting surge of excitement.


Music historians celebrate being in the right place at the right time: those critical moments and locations when and where revolutions are spawned. Which is tough on the rest of us, stuck in suburbia or the provinces. This book is for – and about – the people who were not there at the right time and place (in punk’s case, London and New York circa 1976), but who nevertheless refused to believe it was all over and done with before they’d had a chance to join in.


Young people have a biological right to be excited about the times in which they’re living. If you are very lucky, that hormonal urgency is matched by the insurgency of the era – your innate adolescent need for amazement and belief coincides with a period of objective abundance. The prime years of post-punk – the half-decade from 1978 to 1982 – were like that: a fortune. I’ve come pretty close since, but I’ve never been quite as exhilarated as I was back then. Certainly, I’ve never been so utterly focused on the present.


As I recall it now, I never bought any old records. Why would you? There were so many new records that you had to have that there was simply no earthly reason to investigate the past. I had cassettes of the best of The Beatles and the Stones taped off friends, a copy of The Doors’ anthology Weird Scenes Inside the Goldmine, but that was it. Partly this was because the reissue culture that inundates us today didn’t exist then; record companies even deleted albums. As a result, huge swaths of the recent past were virtually inaccessible. But mainly it was because there was no time to look back wistfully to something through which you’d never lived. There was too much happening right now.


I didn’t think of it in this way at the time, but, in retrospect, as a distinct pop cultural epoch, 1978–82 rivals those fabled years between 1963 and 1967 commonly known as the ‘sixties’. The post-punk era certainly rivals the sixties in terms of the sheer amount of great music created, the spirit of adventure and idealism that infused it, and the way that the music seemed inextricably connected to the political and social turbulence of the times. There was a similar mood-blend of anticipation and anxiety, a mania for all things new and futuristic coupled with fear of what the future had in store.


Not that I’m especially patriotic or anything, but it’s also striking how both the sixties and post-punk were periods during which Britannia ruled the pop waves. Which is why this book focuses on the UK, plus those American cities where punk happened in any major way: the twin bohemian capitals of New York and San Francisco; Ohio’s post-industrial dreadzones Cleveland and Akron; college towns like Boston, Massachusetts, and Athens, Georgia. (For reasons of sanity and space, I have regretfully decided not to grapple with European post-punk or Australia’s fascinating but deep underground scene, except for certain key groups such as DAF, Einstürzende Neubauten and The Birthday Party, all of whom significantly impacted on Anglo-American rock culture.) In America, punk and post-punk were much less mainstream than in the UK, where you could hear The Fall and Joy Division on national radio, and where groups as extreme as PiL had Top 20 hits which, via Top of the Pops, were beamed into ten million households.


I have subjective and objective reasons for writing this book. Foremost among the latter is that post-punk is a period that’s been severely neglected by historians. There are scores of books on punk rock and the events of 1976–7, but virtually nothing on what happened next. Conventional histories of punk generally end with its ‘death’ in 1978, when the Sex Pistols auto-destructed. In the more extreme or sloppy accounts – TV histories of rock are particularly culpable – it is implied that nothing of real consequence happened between Never Mind the Bollocks and Nevermind, between punk and grunge. Even after the boom in eighties nostalgia, that decade still tends to be regarded as a wasteland redeemed only by mavericks like Prince or Pet Shop Boys, and such worthies as REM and Springsteen. The early eighties especially are still viewed as a campy comedy zone – an era characterized by clumsily pretentious stabs at video-as-artform, by English eyeliner-and-synth fops with silly haircuts. Fragments of the post-punk story have emerged here and there, usually in biographies of specific bands, but nobody has attempted to go for the big picture and capture post-punk as what it was: a counter-culture that was fragmented yet shared a common belief that music could and should change the world.


Being as impartial and detached as I can manage here, it seems to me that the long ‘aftermath’ of punk up to 1984 was musically way more interesting than what happened in 1976–7 itself, when punk staged its back-to-basics rock ’n’ roll revival. Even in terms of its broader cultural influence, it’s arguable that punk had its most provocative repercussions long after its supposed demise. That’s part of this book’s argument: the notion that revolutionary movements in pop culture have their widest impact after the ‘moment’ has allegedly passed, when ideas spread from the metropolitan bohemian elites and hipster cliques that originally ‘own’ them, and reach the suburbs and the regions. For instance, the counter-culture and radical ideas of the sixties had far more currency in the mainstream during the first half of the seventies, when long hair and drug-taking became common, when feminism filtered through to popular culture with ‘independent women’ movies and TV shows.


Another objective reason for writing this book is that there’s been a huge resurgence of interest in the period of late, with compilations and reissues of archival post-punk, and a crop of new bands who’ve modelled themselves on such post-punk subgenres as No Wave, punk-funk, mutant disco and industrial. A young generation has finally emerged who have no memory of this era – some weren’t even born in 1984, when this book ends – and find the period massively intriguing. Through being neglected for so long, post-punk has become one of the few untapped resources for the retro industry, inspiring a gold-rush frenzy.


Subjective reason #1 for the book is my memory of this period as superabundant, a golden age of newness and nowness that made you feel like you were moving at high speed into the future. Subjective reason #2 relates more to the present. As a rock critic, when you reach a certain age, you begin to wonder if all the mental and emotional energy you’ve invested in this music thing was such a shrewd move. Not exactly a crisis of confidence, but a creasing of certainty. In my case, this prompted me to wonder when, exactly, it was that I made the decision to embark upon a life of taking music seriously. What made me believe music could matter this much? Of course, it was growing up in the post-punk era. That near-simultaneous double whammy of the Sex Pistols’ Bollocks and PiL’s Metal Box set me on my present course. But it was also the writing in the British music press around the time of these records, and records like them, that formed me – writing that, week by thrilling week, explored and tested just how seriously you could take music (a debate that continues to this day in different forms and other places).


So this book is in part a reckoning with my younger self. And the answer I came up with is …



















PROLOGUE: The Unfinished Revolution


‘The Sex Pistols sang “No Future”, but there is a future and we’re trying to build one.’


Allen Ravenstine, Pere Ubu, 1978 





By summer 1977, punk had become a parody of itself. Many of the movement’s original participants felt that something open-ended and full of possibilities had degenerated into a commercial formula. Worse, it had proved a rejuvenating shot in the arm to the established record industry that the punks had hoped to overthrow. Where to now?


It was at this point that punk’s fragile unity between working-class kids and arty, middle-class bohemians began to fracture. On one side, you had the populist ‘real punks’ (later to evolve into the Oi! movement) who believed that the music needed to stay accessible and unpretentious, the angry voice of the streets. On the other side was the vanguard that came to be known as ‘post-punk’, who saw 1977 not as a return to raw rock ’n’ roll but the chance to make a break with tradition, and who defined punk as an imperative to constant change.


Oi! and its approximate American counterpart ‘hardcore’ deserve their own books (indeed, they already have some: Stewart Home’s Cranked Up Really High and various oral histories of hardcore). This book, though, is a celebration of post-punk: bands like PiL, Joy Division, Talking Heads, Throbbing Gristle, Contortions and Scritti Politti, who dedicated themselves to fulfilling punk’s uncompleted musical revolution, and explored new sonic possibilities through their embrace of electronics, noise, reggae’s dub techniques, disco production, jazz and the classical avant-garde.


Some diehards accused these experimentalists of merely lapsing back into what punk had originally aimed to destroy: art-rock elitism. And it’s true that a high proportion of post-punk musicians had art-school backgrounds. The No Wave scene in New York, for instance, was virtually wall-to-wall painters, film-makers, poets and performance artists. Gang of Four, Cabaret Voltaire, Devo, Wire, The Raincoats, DAF … these are just a handful of the bands started by fine art or design graduates. Especially in Britain, art schools have long functioned as a state-subsidized bohemia, where working-class youth too unruly for a life of labour mingle with slumming middle-class kids too wayward for a career in middle management. After graduation, many turn to pop music as a way to sustain the ‘experimental lifestyle’ they’d enjoyed at college, while maybe, just maybe, making a living.


Of course, not everybody in post-punk attended art school or even university. Many of the key figures in British post-punk come from the socially indeterminate grey area where upper working class bleeds into lower middle class. Self-educated in a scattered, omnivorous fashion, figures like John Lydon and The Fall’s Mark E. Smith fit the syndrome of the anti-intellectual intellectual, ravenously well read but scornful of academia and suspicious of ‘art’ in all its institutionalized forms. But, really, what could be more arty than wanting to destroy art by smashing the boundaries that keep it sealed off from everyday life?


Those seven post-punk years from the beginning of 1978 to the end of 1984 saw the systematic ransacking of twentieth-century modernist art and literature. The entire period looks like an attempt to replay virtually every major modernist theme and technique via the medium of pop music. Cabaret Voltaire borrowed their name from Dada; Pere Ubu took theirs from Alfred Jarry. Talking Heads turned a Hugo Ball sound-poem into a tribal-disco dance track. Gang of Four, inspired by Brecht and Godard’s alienation effects, tried to deconstruct rock even as they rocked hard. Lyricists absorbed the radical science fiction of William S. Burroughs, J. G. Ballard and Philip K. Dick, and techniques of collage and cut-up were transplanted into the music. Marcel Duchamp, mediated by 1960s Fluxus, was the patron saint of No Wave. The record-cover artwork of the period matched the neo-modernist aspirations of the words and music, with such graphic designers as Malcolm Garrett and Peter Saville, and labels like Factory and Fast Product, drawing from Constructivism, De Stijl, Bauhaus, John Heartfield and Die Neue Typographie. This frenzied looting of the archives of modernism culminated with the renegade pop label ZTT – short for Zang Tuum Tumb, a snatch of Italian Futurist prose-poetry – and their conceptual group The Art of Noise, named in homage to Luigi Russolo’s manifesto for a Futurist music.


Taking the word ‘modernist’ in a less specific sense, the post-punk bands were firmly committed to the idea of making modern music. They were totally confident that there were still places to go with rock, a whole new future to invent. For the post-punk vanguard, punk had failed because it attempted to overthrow rock’s Old Wave using conventional music (fifties rock ’n’ roll, garage punk, mod) that predated the dinosaur megabands like Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin. The post-punks set forth in the belief that ‘radical content demands radical form’.


One curious byproduct of this conviction that rock ’n’ roll had outlived its usefulness was the mountainous abuse heaped on Chuck Berry. A key source for punk rock, via the guitar playing of Johnny Thunders and Steve Jones, Berry became a negative touchstone, endlessly namechecked as a must-avoid. Perhaps the first example of Berry-phobia occurs as early as the Sex Pistols demos exhumed on The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle. The band begins jamming on ‘Johnny B. Goode’. Then Johnny Rotten – the group’s closet aesthete, who’d go on to form the archetypal post-punk outfit Public Image Ltd – half-heartedly jabbers the tune before groaning: ‘Oh fuck, it’s awful … Stop it, I fucking hate it … AAARRRGH’. Lydon’s howl of disgusted exhaustion – he sounds like he’s choking, suffocated by dead sound – was echoed by scores of post-punk groups: Cabaret Voltaire, for instance, complained, ‘rock ’n’ roll is not about regurgitating Chuck Berry riffs’.


Rather than rama-lama riffing or bluesy chords, the post-punk pantheon of guitar innovators favoured angularity, a clean and brittle spikiness. For the most part, they shunned solos, apart from brief bursts of lead integrated with more rhythm-oriented playing. Instead of a ‘fat’ sound, players like Talking Heads’ David Byrne, The Fall’s Martin Bramah and The Slits’ Viv Albertine preferred ‘skinny rhythm guitar’, often inspired by reggae or post-James Brown funk. This more compact, scrawny style of playing didn’t fill every corner of the soundscape. Bands tried to do innovative things with structure, too. Drawing on Brian Eno’s solo albums or Captain Beefheart’s jagged Cubist R&B, groups such as Devo, XTC and Wire broke up the flow with a stop–start anti-groove approach – a nervous, twitchy style dubbed ‘geometric jerky quickstep’ by New Musical Express writer Miles.


It wasn’t just the guitar that was radicalized: every instrument responded to the challenge of renewing rock music. Drummers Hugo Burnham of Gang of Four, Steve Morris of Joy Division, Budgie of The Banshees, and The Raincoats’ Palmolive avoided the clichés of heavy rock and developed new rhythm patterns that were starker and often ‘inverted’ in feel. Tom-toms were typically used to create a kind of tumbling ‘tribal’ propulsion. The bass abandoned its hitherto inconspicuous supportive role and stepped forward as the lead instrumental voice, fulfilling a melodic function even as it pushed the groove. In this respect, post-punk bassists were playing catch-up with the innovations of Sly Stone and James Brown, and learning from contemporary roots reggae and dub. Pursuing a militant and aggressively monolithic sound, punk had mostly purged ‘blackness’ from rock, severing the music’s links to R&B while simultaneously rejecting disco as escapist and vapid. By 1978, though, the concept of a dangerous dance music began to circulate in post-punk circles, expressed in such terms as ‘perverted disco’ and ‘avant-funk’.


Along with dance music’s sensuality and swing, punk had also rejected all those hyphenated compound sounds (jazz-rock, country-rock, folk-rock, classical-rock, etc.) that proliferated in the early seventies. To punks, this kind of thing smacked of virtuoso showing off, meandering jam sessions, pious hippy platitudes about how ‘it’s all music, man’. Defining itself against this limp, ‘all gates open’ eclecticism, punk proposed a strident purism. While ‘fusion’ remained a discredited notion, post-punk ushered in a new phase of looking outside rock’s narrow parameters – to Black America and Jamaica, obviously, but also to Africa and other zones of what would later be called ‘world music’.


Post-punk also rebuilt bridges with rock’s own past, vast swaths of which had been placed off limits when punk declared 1976 to be Year Zero. In the process, a myth was installed that still persists to this day in some quarters: the notion of the pre-punk early seventies as a wasteland. Actually, it was one of the richest, most diverse periods in rock history. The post-punk groups, tentatively at first (after all, no one wanted to be accused of being a crypto-hippie or progressive rocker in disguise), rediscovered those riches, drawing inspiration from the arty end of glam rock (Bowie and Roxy Music), or from out-rock eccentrics such as Beefheart, and in some cases the more acute end of prog (Soft Machine, King Crimson, even Zappa). There’s a sense in which post-punk was ‘progressive rock’, only drastically streamlined and reinvigorated, with better haircuts and a more austere sensibility (no ostentatious virtuosity). In hindsight, it’s punk rock that seems the historical aberration – a clear- the-decks return to basic rock ’n’ roll that ultimately turned out to be a brief blip in an otherwise unbroken continuum of art-rock spanning the seventies from start to finish.


If truth be known, some of the definitive post-punk groups – Devo, Throbbing Gristle, Cabaret Voltaire, This Heat – were pre-punk entities, existing in some form or other for several years before The Ramones’ 1976 debut album. Punk threw the record industry into confusion, making the majors vulnerable to suggestion, and fluxing up all the aesthetic rules so that anything abnormal or extreme suddenly had a chance. Through this breach in the wall of business-as-usual, all sorts of obscure freaks broke through and grabbed an opportunity for a wider audience.


It was a particular kind of ‘art rock’ to which post-punk pledged allegiance, though. Not prog’s attempt to merge amplified electric guitars with nineteenth-century classical instrumentation and extended compositions, but the minimal-is-maximal lineage that runs from The Velvet Underground to Krautrock and the more intellectual end of glam. For a certain kind of hipster, the music that sustained them through the ‘wasteland’ of the seventies was made by a cluster of kindred spirits – Lou Reed, John Cale, Nico, Iggy Pop, David Bowie, Brian Eno – who were united by their descent from or debts to The Velvet Underground, and who collaborated with one another in various combinations throughout this period. Bowie, for instance, had associations with almost all of these people at various points, either producing their records or collaborating with them. He was the connector, rock’s greatest dilettante: always chasing the next edge, always moving on. More than anyone, it was he who was the inspiration for post-punk’s ethos of perpetual change.


1977 might have been the year of The Clash’s debut and the Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks, but in truth post-punk music was far more deeply affected by the four Bowie-related albums of that year: his own Low and ‘Heroes’; and Iggy Pop’s The Idiot and Lust for Life, both produced by Bowie. All recorded in Berlin, this astonishing series of albums hugely impacted listeners who already suspected that punk rock was turning out to be just more of the same-old-same-old. The Bowie and Iggy albums proposed a shift away from American rock ’n’ roll towards Europe and a cool, controlled sound modelled on the Teutonic ‘motorik’ rhythms of Kraftwerk and Neu!; a sound where synthesizers had as big a role as guitars. In interviews, Bowie talked of his move to Berlin as an attempt to extricate himself from America both musically (in terms of the soul and funk that shaped Young Americans) and spiritually (an escape from the quicksand decadence of rock ’n’ roll Los Angeles). Informed by this deliberate feat of dislocation and self-alienation, Low lived up to the album’s original working title, ‘New Music Night and Day’, most thoroughly on its astonishing second side, a suite of twilight-gloomy instrumental atmospheres and yearning, wordless plainsong. Low, said Bowie, was a response to ‘seeing the Eastern Bloc, how East Berlin survives in the midst of it, which was something that I couldn’t express in words. Rather it required textures.’ Which is why he leaned on Eno, texturologist par excellence, as his mentor and right-hand man during the making of Low and ‘Heroes’. Already a post-punk icon for his synth-noise in Roxy Music and his proto-New Wave solo albums, Eno, in the wake of the Berlin/Bowie albums, became one of the great producers of the era. He documented the New York No Wave scene and worked with Devo, Talking Heads, Ultravox and, much later, U2 (Bono quipped, ‘Some bands went to art school; we went to Brian Eno’).


Bowie and Eno’s New Europeanism chimed with the post-punk feeling that America – or, at least, white America – was politically and musically the enemy. When it came to contemporary inspiration, post-punk looked beyond the rock ’n’ roll heartland: to urban black America, to Jamaica and to Europe. For many of the post-punk persuasion, 1977’s most significant singles weren’t ‘White Riot’ or ‘God Save the Queen’, but Kraftwerk’s ‘Trans-Europe Express’, a metronomic, metal-on-metal threnody for the industrial era, and Donna Summer’s Giorgio Moroder-produced porno-Eurodisco smash ‘I Feel Love’, a track made almost entirely from synthetic sounds. Moroder’s electronic disco and Kraftwerk’s serene synthpop conjured glistening visions of the Neu Europa – modern, forward-looking, and pristinely post-rock in the sense of having absolutely no debts to American music. The idea that synths, sequencers and machine rhythms offered the possibility of an authentically un-American sonic identity proved enormously seductive to such fledgling bands as The Human League and Soft Cell.


Black rhythm, European electronics, Jamaican production wizardry: these were the coordinates for post-punk’s radicalization of form. But what of the radical content? Punk’s approach to politics – raw rage or agit-prop protest – seemed too blunt or too preachy to the post-punk vanguard, so they tried to develop more sophisticated and oblique techniques. Gang of Four and Scritti Politti abandoned tell-it-like-it-is denunciation for songs that exposed and dramatized the mechanisms of power in everyday life: consumerism, sexual relationships, commonsense notions of what’s natural or ‘obvious’, the ways in which seemingly spontaneous, innermost feelings are actually scripted by larger forces. ‘Question everything’ was the catchphrase of the day, closely followed by ‘the personal is political’. But at the same time, the most acute of these groups captured the way in which ‘the political is personal’ – how current events and the actions of governments invade everyday life and haunt each individual’s private dreams and nightmares.


When it came to politics in the conventionally understood sense – the world of demonstrations, grass-roots activism, organized struggle – post-punk was more ambivalent. Art students and autodidacts alike tended to prize individuality. As bohemian nonconformists, they were usually made uncomfortable by calls to solidarity or toeing the party line. They saw the plain-speaking demagoguery of overtly politicized groups like The Tom Robinson Band and Crass as far too literal and non-aesthetic, and regarded their soapbox sermonizing as either condescending to the listener or a pointless exercise in preaching to the converted. So, while most British post-punk groups participated in the Rock Against Racism tours and festivals of the era, they were wary of both RAR itself and its sister organization, the Anti-Nazi League, suspecting them of being thinly disguised fronts for the militant, left-wing Socialist Workers Party (who valued music purely as a tool for radicalizing and mobilizing youth). At the same time, post-punk inherited punk’s dreams of resuscitating rock music as a force to change if not the world, then at least the consciousness of individual listeners. Crucially, though, this radicalism was manifested through words and sound equally, rather than the music serving as a mere platform for agit-prop. As for the words, their subversive potential pertained to their formal aesthetic properties (how innovative they were in terms of language or narrative) rather than simply to the ‘message’ or critique they delivered.


Post-punk was a period of astonishing experimentation with lyrical and vocal technique. The Fall’s Mark E. Smith invented a kind of North of England magic realism that mixed industrial grime with the unearthly and uncanny, voiced through a unique one-note delivery somewhere between amphetamine-spiked rant and alcohol-addled yarn. David Byrne’s flustered, neurotic mannerisms perfectly suited his wry, dry examination of such non-rock subjects as animals, bureaucracy, ‘buildings and food’. The Pop Group’s Mark Stewart yowled imagistic incantations like a cross between Antonin Artaud and James Brown. This was a boom period for idiosyncratic female expression, too, with the previously unheard perspectives and dissonant tones of The Slits, Lydia Lunch, Ludus and The Raincoats. Other singer-lyricists – Joy Division’s Ian Curtis, Magazine’s Howard Devoto, Paul Haig of Josef K – were steeped in the shadowy unease and crippling anxiety of Dostoevksy, Kafka, Conrad and Beckett. Three-minute mini-novels, their songs grappled with the classic existentialist quandaries: the struggle and agony of having a ‘self’; love versus isolation; the absurdity of existence; the human capacity for perversity and spite; the perennial ‘suicide – why the hell not?’


It’s no coincidence that Manchester and Sheffield, both declining industrial cities in the North of England, formed the bleak heartland of British post-punk. Bands with similar lyrical preoccupations and approaches to sound emerged in Cleveland, Ohio (the once formidable but now ailing heart of America’s Rust Belt), and Düsseldorf (regional capital of Germany’s densely industrialized Ruhr). In parallel but distinct ways, Cleveland’s Pere Ubu, Sheffield’s The Human League and Cabaret Voltaire, Manchester’s Joy Division and Düsseldorf’s DAF all used synthesizers. To varying degrees, they all grappled with both the problems and the possibilities of human existence in an increasingly technological world. Growing up in cities physically and mentally scarred by the violent nineteenth-century transition from rural folkways to the unnatural rhythms of industrial life, these groups had a privileged vantage point from which to ponder the dilemma of alienation versus adaptation in a machine age.


And yet, as colour-depleted and crumbling as these now post-industrial cities were, it was possible – perhaps essential – to aestheticize their panoramas of decay. The post-punk groups found two writers especially inspiring in this regard. Anthony Burgess’s 1962 novel A Clockwork Orange, set in a near-future Britain, features roving gangs of marauding youths midway between skinheads and punks, vicious dandies who live for gratuitous ultraviolence. Both the book and the 1970 Stanley Kubrick film version capture the desolate psychogeography of the new Britain created by the ‘visionary’ town planners and fashionably Brutalist architects of the 1960s – all high-rise blocks, shadowy underpasses, concrete pedestrian bridges and walkways. This same traumatized urban landscape served as the backdrop – but also, in a sense, the main character – in J. G. Ballard’s classic seventies trilogy of Crash, Concrete Island and High-Rise. Likewise, Ballard’s earlier short stories and cataclysm novels obsessively conjure an eerie, inhuman beauty from vistas of dereliction – abandoned airfields, disused weapons ranges, drained reservoirs, deserted cities. In interviews, Ballard waxed lyrical about the ‘magic and poetry one feels when looking at a junkyard filled with old washing machines, or wrecked cars, or old ships rotting in some disused harbour … An enormous mystery and magic surrounds these objects.’ Pere Ubu and Joy Division made music that captured the bereft Ballardian beauty of their home towns. Shaped by Cleveland and Manchester in the seventies but not wholly reducible to time and place, their music existed in the borderland between historical and geographic specifics and timeless, universal fears and longings.


The post-punk era overlaps two distinct phases in British and American politics: the centre-left governments of Labour prime minister Jim Callaghan and Democratic president Jimmy Carter, who were then near-simultaneously displaced by the ascent of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, respectively – a swing to the right that ushered in twelve years of conservative politics in America, and a full eighteen in Britain. The post-punk period begins with the paralysis and stagnation of left-liberal politics, seen as fatally compromised and failed, and ends with monetarist economic policy in the ascendant, mass unemployment and widening social divisions.


Especially in the early years, 1978–80, these dislocations produced a tremendous sense of dread and tension. Britain saw a resurgence of far right and neo-fascist parties, both in electoral politics and in the bloody form of street violence. The Cold War reached a new depth of frigidity. Britain’s leading music magazine, New Musical Express, ran a regular column called ‘Plutonium Blondes’ about the deployment of American Cruise missiles in Britain. Singles like Kate Bush’s ‘Breathing’ and UB40’s ‘The Earth Dies Screaming’ brought nuclear dread into the Top 20, and countless groups – from This Heat on their concept album Deceit to Young Marble Giants with their classic single ‘Final Day’ – sang about Armageddon as a real and imminent prospect.


Part of the poignancy of this period of dissident music is its increasingly out of synch relationship with the broader culture, which was veering towards the right. Thatcher and Reagan represented a massive backlash against both the counter-cultural sixties and the permissive seventies. Stranded in a kind of internal cultural exile, post-punk tried to build an alternative culture with its own independent infrastructure of labels, distribution and record stores. The need for ‘complete control’ (which The Clash could sing about only bitterly in the song of that title, having ceded it to CBS) led to the birth of pioneering independent labels Rough Trade, Mute, Factory, SST, Cherry Red and Subterranean. The concept of do-it-yourself proliferated like a virus, spawning a pandemic of samizdat culture – bands releasing their own records, local promoters organizing gigs, musicians’ collectives creating spaces where bands could play, small magazines and fanzines taking on the role of an alternative media. Independent labels represented a sort of anti-corporate micro-capitalism based less on left-wing ideology than the conviction that major labels were too sluggish, unimaginative and commercially minded to nurture the most crucial music of the day.


Post-punk was concerned as much with the politics of music as with anything in the ‘real world’. It aimed to sidestep or sabotage rock’s dream factory, this leisure industry that channelled youth’s energy and idealism into a cultural cul-de-sac, while generating huge amounts of revenue for corporate capitalism. Coined by the Liverpool group Wah! Heat, the term ‘rockism’ spread as a shorthand for a set of stale routines that restricted creativity and suppressed surprise: conventions of production (like the use of reverb to give records a ‘live’, auditorium sound); the predictable rituals of touring and performing (some post-punk bands refused to do encores; others experimented with multimedia and performance art). Aiming to break the trance of rock-business-as-usual and jolt the listener into awareness, post-punk teemed with meta-music critiques and mini-manifestos: songs like Television Personalities’ ‘Part Time Punks’ and Subway Sect’s ‘A Different Story’ addressed punk’s failure or speculated about the future.


Some of post-punk’s acute self-consciousness came from the radically self-critical sensibility of 1970s conceptual art, in which the discourse around the work was as important as the art objects themselves. The meta-music nature of much post-punk helps to explain the extraordinary power of the rock press during this period, with some critics playing major roles in shaping and directing the culture itself.


This new role for the music papers began with punk. Because radio and TV largely spurned that movement, because the mainstream print media was largely hostile, because for a while it was even hard for punk bands to play gigs, the UK’s weekly music papers assumed huge importance. From 1978 to 1981, market leader New Musical Express had a circulation hovering between 200,000 and 270,000, while the combined sales of it, Sounds, Melody Maker and Record Mirror were over 600,000. Factor in the unusually high ‘pass-on’ rate – each copy was generally read by several people – and you probably have a combined readership of two million.


Punk mobilized a huge audience who were looking for the way forward and were ready to be guided. The music press had virtually no rivals for this function – monthly general-interest magazines such as Q or style magazines like The Face didn’t yet exist, while pop coverage in quality newspapers was meagre. As a result, the weekly music papers had enormous influence, and individual writers – the driven ones, those with a messianic complex – enjoyed a prestige and power barely imaginable today. By identifying (and exaggerating) the connections between groups and articulating the unwritten manifestos of the resulting movements or city-based scenes, the critics could intensify and accelerate the development of post-punk music. In Sounds from late 1977 onwards, Jon Savage championed ‘New Musick’, the industrial/dystopian sci-fi side of post-punk. Paul Morley at the NME progressed from mythologizing Manchester and Joy Division to dreaming up the concept of New Pop. Sounds’ Garry Bushell was the demagogue/ideologue of Oi! and Real Punk. The combination of ‘activist critics’ and meta-minded musicians whose work was a form of ‘active criticism’ fuelled a syndrome of runaway evolution: trend competed with trend and each new development was swiftly followed by a backlash or a swerve. All of this contributed to the surging-into-the-future feeling of the era, while simultaneously accelerating the disintegration of punk into squabbling factions.


Musicians and journalists fraternized a lot during this period – their kinship related perhaps to a sense of solidarity, comrades in the culture war of post-punk versus Old Wave, but also in the era’s political struggles. Roles shifted: some journalists made records; musicians – Pere Ubu’s David Thomas (under the pen-name Crocus Behemoth), Joy Division’s Steven Morris, Manicured Noise’s Steve Walsh – wrote record reviews and features. Because so many people involved in post-punk were non-musicians initially, or came from other artistic fields, the gap between those who ‘did’ and those who commented on what they were doing wasn’t nearly as wide as in the pre-punk era. Throbbing Gristle’s Genesis P-Orridge, for instance, described himself as a writer and thinker first and foremost, and not really a musician at all. He even used the word ‘journalist’ as a positive descriptive term for TG’s documentarian approach to harsh post-industrial realities.


Changes in the style and methods of rock writing heightened the post-punk sensation of moving at speed into a bold new era. Music journalists in the early seventies typically blended traditional critical virtues (objectivity, solid reporting, authoritative knowledge) with a New Journalism-influenced ‘rock ’n’ roll’ looseness and informality. This jammed-out, chatty style, juiced with ‘ain’t’s, hep slang and sly, winking references to drugs and chicks, didn’t suit post-punk. And the intellectual underpinnings of this older rock criticism – notions of rebellion as male misbehaviour, genius-as-madness, the cult of street credibility and authenticity – were among the very things being scrutinized and challenged by the anti-rockist vanguard. The writing of the new generation of music journalists who took over – Morley, Savage, Ian Penman, Jane Suck, Dave McCullough, Chris Bohn, to name only the most influential – seemed to be made of the same stuff as the music they championed. The stark urgency and clean lines of their prose mirrored the light-metal severity of groups like Wire, The Banshees and Gang of Four, just as the record-design aesthetic of the time emphasized a bold, bracing geometry of hard angles and primary colour blocks. The new school of music writing merged puritanism and playfulness in a way that simultaneously undercut the casual tone of the old rock journalism while puncturing its stodgy core of certainty – hidden assumptions and taken-for-granted notions about what rock was all about.


What bands and journalists talked about also contributed to the sense of entering a new era. An interview with a rock band today tends to become a laundry list of influences and reference points, such that the story of a band’s life typically is reduced to a journey through taste. This sort of ‘record collection rock’ didn’t exist in the post-punk era. Bands referred to their inspirations, of course, but they had so many other things on their minds – politics, cinema, art, books. Some of the politically committed bands felt it was self-indulgent or trivial to talk about music; they felt duty-bound to discuss serious issues. At the time, this reinforced the concept that pop wasn’t a segmented category insulated from the rest of reality. This lack of interest in discussing influences also created a sense of post-punk as an absolute break with tradition. It felt like the culture’s eyes and ears were trained on the future, not the past, with bands engaged in a furious competition to reach the eighties a few years ahead of schedule.


On a mission, and fully in the now, post-punk created a thrilling sense of urgency. The new records came thick and fast, classic after classic. And even the incomplete experiments and ‘interesting failures’ carried a powerful utopian charge, were part of an exhilarating collective conversation. Certain groups existed more on the level of an idea than a fully realized proposition, but nevertheless contributed simply by existing, by talking a good game in the press.


Many groups born in the post-punk period went on to enjoy huge mainstream fame: New Order, Depeche Mode, The Human League, U2, Talking Heads, Scritti Politti, Simple Minds. Other ‘minor’ or ‘background’ figures at the time went on to achieve success in a different guise: Björk, The KLF, The Beastie Boys, Jane’s Addiction. But this book is definitely not a history written according to the victors. There are dozens of bands who made landmark albums but never got further than achieving an abiding cult status, earning the dubious consolation prize of being an ‘influence’ and ‘reference point’ for nineties alt-rock megabands (Gang of Four beget Red Hot Chili Peppers; Throbbing Gristle sired Nine Inch Nails; and Talking Heads even supplied Radiohead with their name). There are scores more who made just one or two amazing singles, then disappeared with barely a trace.


Beyond the musicians, there’s a cadre of catalysts and culture warriors, enablers and ideologues, who started labels, managed bands, became innovative producers, published fanzines, promoted gigs and organized festivals. One recurring motif in this book is the crucial role of the hip record store – Rough Trade in London; Drome in mid-seventies Cleveland; 99 Records in New York. From 1950s ‘race’ music through to nineties rave culture, record stores have long operated as crucial nodes in the informal networks of music culture. They provide jobs and inspiration for struggling musicians, function as information exchanges where bands stick up ads and fans pick up flyers about shows. The store even operates as a small-radius radio station, with staff ‘playlisting’ certain favourite records and pushing them on the customers. Many post-punk record stores eventually evolved into record labels, transforming their retail awareness of what’s hot into a potent A&R instinct.


The prosaic work of creating and maintaining an alternative culture lacks the glamour of punk’s public gestures of outrage and cultural terrorism. Destroying is always more dramatic than building. Post-punk was constructive and forward-looking, its very prefix implying faith in a future that punk had said didn’t exist.


Punk briefly united a motley array of malcontents as a force against. But when the question shifted to ‘What are we for?’, the moment/ movement disintegrated and dispersed, each strand nurturing its own creation-myth of what punk meant and its own vision of where to go next. Yet, even as the arguments raged, the very disagreements affirmed what was still held in common: punk’s revival of belief in the power of music, and the responsibility that came with this conviction. It made the question ‘Where to now?’ worth fighting over. The byproduct of all this division and disagreement was diversity, a fabulous wealth of sounds and ideas that rivals the sixties as a golden age for music.
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PUBLIC IMAGE BELONGS TO ME: John Lydon and PiL


Public Image Ltd





‘Ever get the feeling you’ve been cheated?’


Johnny Rotten’s infamous parting shot to the audience at Winterland, San Francisco, on 14 January 1978, was not a question so much as a confession. Despite being the frontman of the most dangerous band in the world, Johnny was bored – sick of The Sex Pistols’ music, tired of his own ‘Rotten’ persona, disappointed with how punk as a whole had panned out. Winterland was the last date of the Pistols’ turbulent debut tour of America, and a few days later the band disintegrated in acrimonious confusion.


Rotten’s disillusionment had been brewing for months. The first public sign occurred during ‘The Punk and His Music’, a 16 July 1977 show on London’s Capital Radio, during which Rotten voiced his frustration with the predictability of most punk bands: ‘You do feel cheated. There should be loads of different things.’ Spliced together from interview chat and records selected by Rotten, the show also revealed that the singer had far more diverse and sophisticated taste in music than his public image suggested. If you tuned in anticipating nothing but punk, you were immediately thrown for a loop by the first selection, Tim Buckley’s ‘Sweet Surrender’ – a lush, sensual R&B song swathed with orchestral strings. Over the next ninety minutes Rotten further tweaked expectations, playing languid roots reggae, solo efforts by former Velvet Underground members Lou Reed, John Cale and Nico, a surprising amount of hippie-tinged music by Can, Captain Beefheart and Third Ear Band, and two tracks by his hero Peter Hammill, a full-blown progressive rocker.


Just about everything Lydon played on Capital gave the lie to Punk Myth #1: the early seventies as cultural wasteland. And, if this were not treasonous enough, he also broke with his Malcolm McLaren-scripted role as cultural terrorist by effectively outing himself as an aesthete. Along with his hipster music choices, the interview revealed a sensitive, thoughtful individual rather than the thug-monster of tabloid legend.


For Rotten, this image makeover was a matter of survival. A month before his radio appearance, the Pistols’ anti-Jubilee single ‘God Save the Queen’ had defied airwave bans and record-store embargoes to become the best-selling single in the country. Demonized by the tabloids, Rotten was repeatedly attacked by enraged royalist thugs. Scared, scarred, in practical terms almost under house arrest, he decided to take control of his destiny. His anarchist/Antichrist persona – originally Rotten’s own creation, but hyped by Pistols manager McLaren and distorted by a media eager to believe the worst – had spiralled out of control. Agreeing to do the Capital Radio interview without consulting his management, Lydon embarked on the process of persona demolition that would soon result in ‘Public Image’ (the song) and Public Image Ltd (the group).


During ‘The Punk and His Music’, Lydon sounded frail and vulnerable as he discussed the street attacks: ‘It’s very easy for a gang to pick on … one person and smash his head in – it’s a big laugh for them, and it’s very easy for them to say, “What a wanker, look at him run away!” … I mean, what’s he meant to do?’ Positioning himself as victim and revealing his feelings of humiliation, Rotten deliberately rehumanized himself.


This naturally incensed McLaren, who accused Rotten of dissipating ‘the band’s threat’ by revealing himself as a ‘man of taste’. McLaren saw the Pistols as anti-music, but here was the group’s frontman waxing lyrical about his eclectic record collection and gushing, ‘I just like all music … I love my music,’ like a fucking hippie! From that point onwards, McLaren decided that Rotten was at heart ‘a constructive sissy rather than a destructive lunatic’, and he focused his energy on moulding the more suggestible Sid Vicious into the Pistols’ true star, a cartoon psychopath, wanton and self-destructive.


In the latter months of 1977, a chasm grew between Rotten and the other Sex Pistols that mirrored the polarization of punk as a whole into arty bohemians versus working-class street toughs. Rotten came from an impeccably deprived background, but his sensibility was much closer to that of the art-school contingent. He wasn’t the unemployed guttersnipe mythologized by The Clash, but earned decent money alongside his construction-worker dad at a sewage plant, and worked at a playschool during the summer. And, although he often professed to hate art and despise intellectuals, he was well read (Oscar Wilde was a favourite) with fierce opinions (Joyce was not). Where Steve Jones and Paul Cook were early school-leavers, Rotten had even made a brief foray into further education, studying English literature and art at Kingsway College. Above all, Rotten was a music connoisseur. He couldn’t play an instrument or write melodies, but he had a real sonic sensibility and a sense of possibilities much more expansive than those of his fellow-Pistols.


The reggae and art-rock that Rotten played on ‘The Punk and His Music’ sketched out the emotional and sonic template for Public Image Ltd. When he talked about identifying with Dr Alimantado’s ‘Born for a Purpose’, a song about being persecuted as a Rasta, you got an advance glimpse of PiL’s aura of paranoia and prophecy: Rotten as visionary outcast, an internal exile in Babylon UK. Musically, what he loved about Beefheart and the dub producers was their experimental playfulness: ‘They just love sound; they like using any sound.’ Effectively, ‘The Punk and His Music’ offered a listening list for a post-punk movement yet to be born; hints and clues for where next to take the music.




    





Punk seemed to be ‘over’ almost before it had really begun. For many early participants, the death knell came on 28 October 1977 with the release of Never Mind the Bollocks. Had the revolution come to this, something as prosaic and conventional as an album? Bollocks was product, eminently consumable. Rotten’s lyrics and vocals were incendiary, but Steve Jones’s fat guitar sound and Chris Thomas’s superb production – thickly layered, glossy, well organized – added up to a disconcertingly orthodox hard rock that gave the lie to the group’s reputation for chaos and ineptitude. Lydon later blamed McLaren for steering the rest of the band towards ‘a regressive mod vibe’, while admitting that his own ideas for how the record should have sounded would have rendered it ‘unlistenable for most people because they wouldn’t have had a point of reference’.


Journalist Jon Savage reviewed Bollocks for Sounds and recalls it feeling ‘like a tombstone … airless, no spaces in the music’ – a comment that pinpoints the record’s failure as a deficiency of dub. Compared to the mirage-like unreality of reggae production, all glimmering reverb haze, disorienting FX and flickering ectoplasmic wisps, most punk records sounded retarded: stuck in the mid-sixties; before 24-track psychedelia; before stereo. The sharper bands coming out of punk knew they had some serious catching up to do. Some, like The Clash and The Ruts, picked up mostly on the protest aspect of roots reggae – the blunt sloganeering and sermonizing of The Wailers’ ‘Get Up Stand Up’, the radical chic of Peter Tosh’s Rasta guerrilla persona. At the other extreme from this ‘roots rock rebel’ version of reggae, the more experimental post-punk bands responded to reggae as a purely sonic revolution: an Africanized psychedelia, shape-shifting and perception-altering. During the half-decade from 1977 to 1981, reggae’s spatialized production and sophisticated-yet-elemental rhythms provided the template for sonically radical post-punk – a privileged status rivalled only by funk.


In Jamaica itself, though, roots militancy and dub ethereality were two sides of the same cultural coin, indivisible. The glue that held them together, Rasta, is a millenarian creed – ‘part journalism, part prophecy’ in the words of James A. Winders, ultimately anti-political and theocratic. Rasta spirituality was something most white Britons couldn’t buy into easily, partly because of its illiberal traits (it possesses a nasty streak of anti-feminism) but mostly because the absolutism of its blood-and-fire visions was temperamentally alien to a secular British youth whose idea of religion generally derives from Anglicanism: non-committal, wishy-washy, as close to being agnostic as you can get without pissing off God. Out of the cadres of post-punk, perhaps only one person really tapped into a spiritual ferocity to rival Rasta: Johnny Rotten.


Raised in London as the child of Irish Catholic immigrants, he had his own window into the postcolonial dislocation of the former British Empire’s neglected subjects. It’s no coincidence that his autobiography bears the subtitle No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs – what many English landlords put in ‘room vacant’ ads before the Race Relations Act outlawed the practice. Rotten’s identification with the black British experience of ‘sufferation’ and ‘downpression’ and his passion for Jamaican riddim and bass-pressure suffused his post-Pistols music, desolating PiL’s sound with eerie space and heavy dread.


The ex-Pistol Rotten arrived back in Britain after the band’s disastrous American tour only to be immediately invited to board another jet by Virgin Records supremo Richard Branson – this one heading to Jamaica. Rotten, renowned for his reggae expertise, would accompany Branson as an A&R consultant for Virgin’s new roots ’n’ dub imprint, The Front Line. This ‘working holiday’ would give Rotten time in which to consider his future. Nice work if you can get it: he spent most his time lounging poolside at the Kingston Sheraton Hotel, gorging on lobster and hanging with the cream of Jamaican reggae – personal heroes like Big Youth, U Roy, Burning Spear and Prince Far I.


A few days after the Pistols’ break-up, Rotten had announced his intention to form a new band that would be ‘anti-music of any kind’. On his return from the Caribbean, he started recruiting. He invited his friend John Wardle, an East Ender with piercing blue eyes who’d reinvented himself as Jah Wobble, to play bass despite his being barely acquainted with the instrument. ‘John wanted to play in a band where the bass was prominent,’ recalls Wobble. ‘We used to fuck about with graphic equalizers and customized bass bins, and experiment with putting rock records through the system to see how far you could take the low end.’


Reggae was the crucial point of intersection for PiL’s three core members – Rotten, Wobble and guitarist Keith Levene – otherwise a motley crew both musically and personally. ‘The whole reason PiL worked at all was that we were just total dub fanatics,’ says Levene. ‘We were always going to “blues”.’ The latter were illegal reggae parties, somewhere between a shebeen and a full-on sound system, usually held in someone’s house or flat, with money made through selling alcohol and cannabis. Long a fanatical reggae collector, Rotten had been introduced to sound systems by his black friend Don Letts, a DJ who played at legendary punk venue the Roxy, and is often credited with turning the punk audience on to reggae. With Letts as his escort, Rotten frequently found himself the only white person inside ultra-heavy clubs like the Four Aces in Dalston, east London. ‘You’d feel a bit dodgy sneaking into those blues,’ says Wobble, ‘but it was fine on the whole. Black people were just cool about it. It’d be like “What’s these white kids doing here?” but no one would hassle you. In fact, as a punk rocker, you were safer in those days at the black dances than you were going down the local white-boy pub. For me, hearing the bass that loud was a huge thing. The physical nature of it just left me gobsmacked.’


Wobble had grown up on Whitechapel’s Clichy Estate, located at the junction of Jamaica Street and Stepney Way – neatly symbolizing the collision of East End and West Indies that would define him. He met Rotten at Kingsway College and the two became part of a misfit crew known as the Four Johns – the others being John Ritchie (a.k.a. Sid Vicious) and John Grey. At this point, Wobble had a reputation for being something of a thug. ‘I think we were all emotional cripples, back then,’ he says, with a hint of regret. But when he picked up Vicious’s bass guitar, something was released in him: ‘I immediately felt bonded to the instrument. It was very therapeutic, although I didn’t understand that at the time.’ Drawing on his knowledge of Jamaican music and fuelled by tons of speed, he taught himself to play reggae bass – the simple, recurring phrase that worked simultaneously as melodic motif and steady rhythmic pulse. Picking up reggae tricks like using old strings (they have no twang) and taking off all the tone with the instrument’s tone knob, he learned how to ‘play soft, not in a percussive way. You caress the string. Pure vibration.’ Wobble’s basslines became the human heartbeat in PiL’s music, the rollercoaster carriage that simultaneously cocooned you and transported you through the terror ride. And, because Wobble’s bass carried the melody, Keith Levene’s guitar was given licence to freak out.


One of PiL’s most curious features is that, for an avowedly anti-rock band, they had a guitar hero at their core – the Jimi Hendrix of post-punk. Unlike most of his peers, Levene had serious skills. Before punk, he’d done what guitarists were supposed to do in the days of prog-rock virtuosity: practice, practice, practice. As a teenager growing up in north London, he’d spend days on end jamming at a friend’s house; eight-hour sessions. And his guitar-hero was Steve Howe of Yes, for whom he worked as a roadie aged fifteen.


Punks were supposed to purge their collections of King Crimson and Mahavishnu Orchestra albums, though; or at least hide them in a cupboard. ‘A lot of people in punk could play guitar much better than they made out,’ claims Levene. ‘But I never pretended I couldn’t play lead.’ However, despite all his prog skeletons in the closet, Levene hurled himself into the early punk fray and became one of the founding members of The Clash. But his harsh, discordant style became increasingly at odds with that group’s anthemic rock ’n’ roll. Even then he was developing the style that would become his PiL trademark: the deliberate incorporation of mistakes. When Levene hit a wrong note, he’d immediately repeat the error to see if the wrongness could become a new kind of rightness. ‘The idea was to break through conditioning, take yourself out of one channel, and into another space.’ It wasn’t ‘musical differences’ that led to his exit from The Clash, though: Levene was expelled because of his negative attitude towards the band, which his colleagues attributed to amphetamine moodswings.


Levene and Rotten first bonded during the aftermath of a shared Clash/Pistols gig at a Sheffield pub in July 1976. The singer and the guitarist were both sitting apart from their respective groups, and looking miserable. Levene approached Rotten, and during their conversation suggested they work together if their bands ever disintegrated. Eighteen months later, PiL was shaped by Levene’s and Rotten’s disgust with what happened to their previous bands: the relapse into the American hard-rock tradition. ‘To me, the Pistols were the last rock ’n’ roll band. They weren’t the beginning of anything,’ says Levene. ‘Whereas PiL really felt like the start of something new.’


The name Public Image Ltd was ripe with meaning. The phrase first caught Rotten’s imagination when he read Muriel Spark’s The Public Image, a novel about an unbearably egotistical actress. ‘Limited’ initially signified keeping his persona under a tight leash, ‘not being as “out there” as I was with the Sex Pistols’. Seemingly symbolizing this jettisoning of the swollen alter-ego, Rotten reverted to his real name, John Lydon. (In fact, McLaren had claimed ownership of ‘Johnny Rotten’ and put an injunction on the singer using the stage name. At the time, almost nobody knew about this legal subtext, though, so the Rotten/Lydon shift seemed like a powerful statement: the singer symbolically reclaiming his true identity and making a fresh start as part of a collective, Public Image Ltd.)


The idea of ‘Ltd’ soon escalated to take on its business meaning: the limited company. PiL, proclaimed Lydon, was not a band in the traditional sense but a communications company for whom records were just one front of activity. Enthused, he and Levene talked about diversifying into movie soundtracks, graphics, making ‘video albums’, even designing music technology. To show they were serious, PiL recruited two non-musician members: Dave Crowe, an old schoolfriend of Lydon, acted as the band’s accountant; while Jeanette Lee (an old girlfriend of Don Letts, with whom she’d managed the clothing store Acme Attractions) would be the group’s videomaker. Lee also now happened to be going out with Levene. ‘Jeanette was telling me how she’d had a lot to do with the editing of Don’s punk-rock documentary, and the script for his next movie, Dread at the Controls, which never got made,’ says Levene. ‘I was into the idea of PiL not doing straightforward videos, and she basically talked me into her joining. Wobble was dead against it.’


Part of the impetus behind PiL posing as a corporation was to continue punk’s project of demystifying the record business. While The Clash lamented the industry’s knack for ‘turning rebellion into money’, PiL reversed that syndrome, and suggested that money-making could be subversive: working from within, a stealth campaign, less spectacular than the Pistols’ revolt but more insidious. It was also more honest and less starry-eyed to present rock bands as they were: capitalist enterprises, as opposed to a gang of guitar-wielding guerrillas. Accordingly, Lydon and his colleagues overhauled their image, ditching anything redolent of punk clichés and wearing tailored suits. This anti-rock ’n’ roll image culminated with Dennis Morris’s artwork for PiL’s debut album – fashion magazine-style portraits of each member of the group, immaculately coutured and coiffed. Lydon appeared on the front under Italian Vogue lettering, while the reverse saw Wobble sporting a debonair 1920s lounge-lizard moustache.


Stridently opposed to all the stale, standard rock routines and procedures, PiL had no manager and declared they would never tour. Above all, this was not the Johnny Rotten Band, a star vehicle: PiL was a genuine collective. A noble idea, but in reality the group’s privileged status – an experimental outfit funded by a major label – depended on Virgin’s belief in Lydon as their hottest property: the most charismatic and significant British frontman to emerge since Bowie; a potential superstar seemingly set to dominate the next decade of music. Thanks to the peculiarly indeterminate feel of 1978 – punk in its death throes, the future wide open – PiL were in an unprecedented position of strength. Virgin were prepared to indulge Lydon’s artistic whims in the belief that he would either come up with the goods or come round eventually and embrace a more accessible sound.


That’s a cynical way of looking at it, though: in truth, Virgin’s cofounder and main music man Simon Draper paid more than lipservice to experimentation and innovation. During the early seventies, Virgin was one of the key ‘progressive’ labels, home to Henry Cow, Faust, Gong, Tangerine Dream and Robert Wyatt. By 1978 the company had trimmed its roster, shifted focus from albums to singles, and repositioned itself as the leading major label for ‘modern music’, with a New Wave portfolio that included XTC, Devo, Magazine and The Human League. ‘They weren’t such a big label in those days, still living off the luck of Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells,’ recalls Levene. ‘Branson was like a superhippy – a hippy with no qualms about making money. He didn’t mind trying a few crazy things. We were lucky we were on Virgin.’ Although Lydon would publicly lambast Branson & Co. as mere ‘Hampstead hippies’, Virgin did subsidize three of the most extreme albums ever released by a major label: Public Image, Metal Box and Flowers of Romance.


Given Lydon’s initial talk of PiL as anti-music and anti-melody, the group’s debut single, ‘Public Image’, was a massive relief for all concerned – record company, Pistols fans, critics. It’s a searing, soaring statement of intent: the glorious chiming minimalism of Wobble’s bassline and Levene’s plangent ringing chords mirror Lydon’s quest for purity as he sheds not just the Rotten alter-ego (‘Somebody had to stop me … I will not be treated as property’) but rock ’n’ roll itself. ‘That song was the first proper bassline I ever came up with,’ says Wobble. ‘Very simple – a beautiful interval from E to B. Just the joy of vibration. And incredible guitar from Keith, this great burst of energy.’ Wrapped in a fake newspaper with tabloid shock-horror headlines, the single shot to Number 9 in the UK charts in October 1978.
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The fake tabloid newspaper sleeve of PiL’s debut single ‘Public Image’, 1978








While the single was greeted with rapture, Public Image the album received a mixed reception. Sounds gave it a derisory 21⁄2 stars out of 5 and voiced the widespread sense held by punk diehards that Lydon had lost it, abandoning the opportunities and responsibilities inherent in being the punk figurehead and instead wallowing in arty self-indulgence.


The album was uncompromising, throwing the listener in at the deep end with the nine-minute death-wish dirge ‘Theme’, a near-cacophony of suicidal despair and Catholic guilt (Lydon howling about masturbation as mortal sin). Next up was the anti-clerical doggerel of ‘Religion I’/‘Religion II’ (a blasphemous ditty written for the Pistols and originally titled ‘Sod in Heaven’), followed by the hacking thrash-funk of ‘Annalisa’ (the true story of a German girl who starved to death because her parents believed she was possessed by the devil and turned to the Church rather than psychiatrists for help). If side one was loosely themed around religion, the more accessible second side largely concerned the tribulations of punk Messiah-hood. ‘Public Image’ reasserted Lydon’s rights over ‘Johnny Rotten’ – ‘Public image belongs to me/It’s my entrance, my own creation, my grand finale’ – only to end with him shedding the persona with an echo-chamber yell of ‘GOODBYE’. ‘Low Life’ fingered McLaren as the ‘egomaniac trainer/traitor’ who ‘never did understand’, while the foaming paranoia of ‘Attack’ showed that the mental scars from summer 1977 – when Lydon was UK Public Enemy #1 – were still livid.


What’s most striking about PiL’s debut is that, for such a vociferously anti-rock group, a surprisingly large proportion of Public Image rocks hard. The single is like a blueprint for a reborn, purified rock for the 1980s: you can hear U2’s The Edge in its radiant surge. ‘It’s so clean, so tingly, like a cold shower,’ says Levene. ‘It could be really thin glass penetrating you but you don’t know until you start bleeding internally.’ Combining raw power and uncanny dubspace, ‘Low Life’ and ‘Attack’ sound like Never Mind the Bollocks would have if Lydon’s reggae-and-Krautrock sensibility had prevailed. ‘Theme’ is nothing if not an orgy of twisted guitar virtuosity. Eschewing overdubs and multi-tracking, Levene generated an astonishing amount of sound from a single guitar: ‘In the beginning, it was just my onstage sound, no effects, just whacking things off in one take. Sometimes not even knowing what I was going to play, writing the tune on the spot. The first album is the one time when we were a band. I remember worrying a little at the time: Does this do too much what we publicly say we’re not going to do? – meaning, rock out. But what we were doing really was showing everybody that we were intimately acquainted with what we ultimately intended to break down. And we started that dismantling process with the album’s last track, “Fodderstompf”.’


As often happens with bands committed to progression, the most extreme track on the preceding album is the springboard for the next – in PiL’s case, 1979’s Metal Box. On one level, ‘Fodderstompf’ was a throwaway: an extended disco spoof, almost a parody of Donna Summer’s ‘Love to Love You Baby’, with Lydon the anti-sentimentalist taking the piss out of romance, affection and commitment. ‘I hate love. There isn’t a love song in us … It’s bullshit,’ he told Sex Pistols biographers Fred and Judy Vermorel. On ‘Fodderstompf’, Rotten and Wobble yowl, ‘We only wanted to be loved’ into an echo-chamber using shrill Monty Python-style housewife voices, adlib insults at the studio engineer behind the glass, blast the fire extinguisher at the mike, and generally goof off. ‘Me and John, I think we’d had a bit of wine or whatever that night,’ chuckles Wobble. The track runs for almost eight minutes because its raison d’être was to stretch the album to the bare minimum length of thirty minutes as stipulated by their contract. In a pointed fuck-you to Virgin, and arguably to the listener too, Wobble at one point warbles, ‘We are now trying to finish the album with a minimum amount of effort, which we are now doing very suc-cess-ful-leeee’. He says now, ‘It was this confrontational thing, a real mickey take on the record company.’ Yet, musically, the track is the most compelling cut on the debut. Its hypnotic dub-funk bassline, subliminal synth-burbles and monstrous snare sound (drastically processed and absurdly prominent in the mix) look ahead to Metal Box, when the group fully embraced the studio-as-instrument methodology of disco and dub. ‘People loved that track; it’s got quite a sense of anarchy,’ says Wobble. ‘In its own way, it’s as mental as Funkadelic. And it had the perfect funk bassline.’


Around this time, Lydon started telling the press that the only contemporary music he really cared for was disco – a striking rhetorical move, given the standard punk line was that disco sucked. PiL, he stressed, were a dance band. Disco was functional music, useful. It dispensed with all the bollocks – the false hopes and unwise investments in rock-as-counter-culture – that punk had ultimately perpetuated. All this was part of Lydon’s continued rhetorical campaign against rock – which, if not dead, certainly ought to be killed off. PiL were the men for the job. Chiming in with his anticlericalism and his ‘Anarchy in the UK’ self-description as Antichrist, Lydon compared rock to ‘a church … a religion … a farce.’


But the reluctant saviour still had to deal with the expectations of his devout congregation of punk believers. Making their UK live debut on Christmas Day 1978, PiL played the Rainbow: as traditionally rockbiz a venue as could then be imagined. Slightly less conventional was the fact that Wobble played the entire show sitting on a chair (he couldn’t physically play the bass any other way). Lydon sauntered onstage carrying two plastic shopping bags stuffed with lager cans. After a year’s absence from live performance in the UK, he greeted the audience with a cheery, ‘So what you fuckers been doing since I’ve been away, eh? I hope you ain’t been spending time and money down the King’s Road.’ The audience hollered for Pistols tunes, but Lydon was adamant: ‘If you wanna hear that, fuck off! That’s history.’ Although the music was intermittently powerful, PiL’s performance suffered from first-night nerves and equipment problems. Lydon pontificated, upbraided the audience, but ultimately failed to connect. One of the cans he handed out to the audience was hurled back, unopened, glancing off his face and drawing blood. As a result, Lydon and Levene spent portions of the show with their backs turned to the crowd. There was no encore and the gig ended sourly, energy blocked, like bad sex.


So 1978 limped to a close for PiL, the group’s future unclear. Many wondered whether Lydon had blown it, all that awesome power at his disposal, effectively abandoning the audience he’d mobilized and who were looking to him for leadership. But 1979 lay wide open, and Lydon’s greatest musical triumphs actually lay ahead of him.
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OUTSIDE OF EVERYTHING: Howard Devoto and Vic Godard


Buzzcocks. Magazine. Subway Sect.





Howard Devoto gets the prize for clairvoyance: he abandoned the ship of punk long before it started to sink – almost immediately after it left harbour, in fact. In February 1977, the Buzzcocks singer quit the Manchester band he’d co-founded just as their first release, the Spiral Scratch EP, hit the stores. Buzzcocks were already one of the four or five leading bands of what was clearly Rock’s Next Big Thing, and the group were dismayed by what seemed like a bizarrely self-sabotaging decision. But Devoto had seen the way punk was going and wanted to distance himself. ‘I just don’t like movements,’ he explained to the NME a year later. ‘I’m just perverse.’


Devoto exemplified the secret truth of punk: it was a movement based in the rebellion of middle-class misfits as much as those mythical ‘kids on the streets’. He was studying philosophy and literature when he met Pete Shelley at the Bolton Institute of Technology and formed Buzzcocks. Punk’s own rhetoric, though, suppressed the art school and university undergraduate contribution, and amplified the imagery of tower blocks, urban deprivation and youth unemployment. This was taken as gospel by the music press and newspapers, such that by early 1977 a media feedback loop had spawned a second wave of punk bands narrowly based on The Clash’s ‘the truth is only known by guttersnipes’ creed. The resultant self-parodying yobbishness Devoto found both ‘silly’ and ‘quite unpleasant’. Punk, he says, ‘felt like a cult thing originally, and in a way you could say that what went wrong is that it caught on’.


‘Once the tabloids picked up on punk with the Bill Grundy incident and the whole Anarchy tour, you started to see all these totally Xeroxed bands coming through,’ says Richard Boon, Buzzcocks’ manager and Devoto’s best friend since their days at Leeds Grammar School. ‘And it became clear punk was going to get constrained rather than be about opening up things. Originally we’d incited people to do something of their own. They were doing something of their own, except it was actually a slavish copy – and a copy of something that hadn’t really been there in the first place.’


Devoto’s looser conception of punk was based on the diet of mavericks he’d consumed during the mid-seventies: Iggy & The Stooges, John Cale, and the first stirrings of the New York scene around CBGB and Max’s Kansas City. Like Lower East Side poet-rockers Richard Hell and Tom Verlaine, he reinvented himself, swapping his stodgy all-too-English surname Trafford for the sleek and enigmatic Devoto. Shelley, originally Peter McNeish, did the same thing, renaming himself after the Romantic poet. The pair originally met when Devoto, looking for someone to soundtrack an art video he’d made, turned up at the college’s Electronic Music Society. Having built his own oscillator, engineering student Shelley had already made a whole album of experimental synth music, inspired by his love of Kraftwerk and other German bands.


‘To me, Buzzcocks came from the better side of punk, the bands who were aware of things like Faust and Can,’ recalls Paul Morley, creator of local fanzine Out There and Manchester correspondent for the NME – in whose pages he would champion Devoto as ‘The Most Important Man Alive’. ‘I remember delightedly screaming, “This is like fucking Ornette Coleman!” when I went to see Buzzcocks play very early on. The guitars and bass were skidding, the drums just seemed to be completely polyrhythmical, the voice was flailing away. If you stood back a couple of inches, you thought: This is like free jazz.’


Spiral Scratch, the group’s first recording, sounded less chaotic and more conventionally rock ’n’ roll, but by way of compensation you could hear the stiletto wit of Devoto’s words. ‘Boredom’, the immortal punk classic, was actually an exercise in meta-punk: it expressed real ennui (‘I’m living in this movie/but it doesn’t move me’) but it also commented on ‘boredom’ as a prescribed subject for punk songs and punk-related media discourse – a topic that was predictable to the point of being, well, a bit boring. Shelley’s deliberately inane two-note guitar solo sealed the conceptual deal: a ‘boring’ solo that was thrillingly tension-inducing in its fixated refusal to go anywhere melodically.
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Buzzcocks’ Spiral Scratch EP, 1977. L to R: John Maher, Steve Diggle, Pete Shelley, Howard Devoto








 Boredom was why Devoto decided to quit on the eve of Spiral Scratch’s release. He was fed up with the ‘unrelenting nature’ of punk music, including Buzzcocks’ ultra-fast thrash. He told the press he was ‘tired of noise and short of breath’. The onslaught of distorted guitars was drowning out his words, which, he felt, warranted close attention. The perversity of quitting so prematurely also appealed. ‘A key factor to the way I function … is that I thrive on what I’d term “negative drive”,’ he told the NME. ‘I get bored very easily and that boredom can act as a catalyst for me to suddenly conceive and execute a new vocation … In fact “negative drive” was always what I believed the punk ethic … should have been about: constant change, avoidance of stale conceits, doing the unacceptable.’


Devoto’s ‘constant change’ ethos recalls David Bowie and his ever-shifting serial personae. In 1977 Bowie returned to the British scene in a big way, with the release of two albums of his own, Low and ‘Heroes’, plus two Iggy Pop albums he’d produced. Low, especially, revealed most UK punk to be sonically and intellectually staid. Intriguingly, it was released just a few weeks before Devoto announced he was quitting Buzzcocks in February 1977. Had he seen the writing on the (Berlin) wall? Devoto admits the Bowie and Iggy albums had ‘a huge impact on me. Just the sound of Low was extraordinary: the drum sound, the minimalistic nature of the production, all the electronic stuff Eno did on side two.’


With Iggy’s The Idiot, also released in early 1977, Devoto loved the sonorous Sinatra-esque croon Pop had developed. ‘You really started to hear the richness of his voice, and when I later tried singing in a low register on Magazine songs like “Motorcade”, that was definitely me trying to emulate Iggy a little.’ More than anything, for Devoto the rabid Stooges fan, it was just great to have an Iggy record at all, four years after Raw Power. ‘And then to learn he was going to go on tour! I think I was the first person at the box office at the Manchester Apollo, and we ended up with tickets in the front row. Then it was announced Bowie was going to be onstage playing with him and the tickets sold out within a few days. Those people were giants in my psyche at that time.’


The European feel of Low and The Idiot, the music’s rich textural palette and its often downbeat aura were all extremely influential on Devoto’s vision for his post-Buzzcocks band. While the idea gestated, he helped Richard Boon manage Buzzcocks, accompanying him on trips to London for talks with major labels, and subsisted on money from Spiral Scratch (which had unexpectedly sold like hot cakes). Boon and Devoto lived together in a house on Lower Broughton Road, along with Devoto’s girlfriend Linda Sterling a.k.a. Linder – a graphic design student and collage artist who’d soon front her own post-punk feminist band, Ludus. Pete Shelley lived a few doors up the road and was a constant presence. A hive of artistic activity and idea-swapping, the Lower Broughton household ‘was a bit like a small version of Warhol’s Factory,’ says Paul Morley. ‘We were all voracious readers,’ recalls Linder. ‘We would bring in books and exchange them continuously. I’d be exploring sexual politics and religion, and Howard was into philosophy, the Symbolist poets, Huysmans’ Against Nature.’


In the summer of 1977 Devoto pinned up a notice in Manchester’s Virgin record store, appealing for ‘musicians to perform and record fast and slow music. Punk mentality not essential.’ The implication that a punk mindset could be a straitjacket on creativity was a heretical gesture so early in ‘the year of punk’. The players Devoto pulled together to form Magazine were all un-punk in their undisguised accomplishment: Barry Adamson’s bass was agile and glossily textured; John McGeoch’s chromatic guitar was thickly textured and not the least bit shy of epic riffs or swashbuckling solo flourishes; replacing the group’s first keyboard player (an avant-garde music student who didn’t quite gel), Dave Formula was a seasoned musician whose CV included playing at the Ritz Hotel in a cabaret trio. Formula’s keyboard playing provided Magazine’s music with a rich sense of drama and ornament. It’s hard to imagine today, but the mere presence of keyboards seemed controversial in the immediate aftermath of punk – the instrument, still associated with prog rock, seemed decadent in its decorative excess.
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 Flyer for joint gig by Magazine and Buzzcocks, with artwork by Howard Devoto’s live-in lover Linder, 1978








In the first Magazine interviews, Devoto firmly defined himself against what punk had become: yob rock or agit-prop. ‘I’m not stupid and I refuse to pretend to be,’ he told the NME in October 1977. ‘Somebody said I’m smart: well read and well groomed. What e.e. cummings called an intelligentleman … I don’t deal in messages … I deal in ideas, and the effects of ideas.’ Elsewhere he described his songs as being ‘as complete a picture of confusion as I can put together’, an interior soundtrack for ‘people who might sit in the corner of a café very quietly going out of their minds’.


Critics raved about the enigmatic Northerner with the nice line in cryptic profundities. Morley compared him to Samuel Beckett and identified his major preoccupation as ‘the absurdity of existence’. This was in part auto-suggestion, triggered by Devoto’s own literary name-drops: Camus, Plath, Gerard Manley Hopkins. Describing Spiral Scratch’s ‘Breakdown’, the singer archly compared the paranoid protagonist with ‘Dostoevsky’s underground man or any of them existentialists’. A few years later he’d condense Notes from Underground into the pop single ‘A Song from under the Floorboards’. Devoto responded to Dostoevsky’s idea of man’s essential perversity – the ways in which spite and self-sabotage impel him towards negative things. Notes from Underground, in particular, was written as a riposte to the progressive ideologies of its era, with their notions of human perfectibility and benign social engineering. This mid-nineteenth-century battle between ‘negative drive’ and utopian socialism was at root the same as the 1978 struggle between angsty, arty post-punkers and the politicized contingent who saw punk as a form of agit-prop or Social Realism.


Magazine signed to Virgin and expectations escalated. A Melody Maker front-cover headline screamed, ‘Devoto – The Man For 78’. The singer simultaneously courted and recoiled from the attention, cultivating an image of aloofness and inscrutability. Emulating Dylan, he ran rings around interviewers, leaving them convinced he knew something they didn’t. ‘Glam mysterioso’ was the cliché on every hostile hack’s lips. The ‘glam’ referred to Devoto’s image – a combination of eyeliner, elfin features and widow’s peak that made him resemble Eno in Roxy Music, but stopping just short of full-blown feather-boa’d androgyny.


Everything was building towards a crescendo, and ‘Shot by Both Sides’, Magazine’s debut single, rose to the occasion. The riff, originally written by Pete Shelley, had the ringing grandeur of Springsteen’s ‘Born to Run’. ‘Shot’ sounded like an anthem, but its emotional core was the opposite of everything anthems stood for: battle-shy and non-committal, it was a clarion for all those who refused calls to solidarity or partisanship.


Without specifically referring to any of the great divisive issues of late seventies Britain (Rock Against Racism and the Anti-Nazi League versus the resurgent far right; the collectivist left that was taking over the Labour Party versus the pro-entrepreneur right wing that dominated the Conservative Party), ‘Shot’ captures the era’s sense of dreadful polarization, and the vacillation of those caught in the cross-fire with the centre ground disappearing beneath their feet. It is about a non-combatant, an inactivist. It’s a defence of the bourgeois art-rock notion that the individual’s struggle to be different is what really matters.


It’s tempting to read ‘Shot’ as an answer record to Tom Robinson Band’s ‘Better Decide Which Side You’re On’. Constantly playing benefit gigs, providing info and contacts for various worthy causes on their record sleeves, TRB were icons of radical chic for all who’d hoped something constructive would emerge out of punk. The genesis of the lyrics for ‘Shot’, though, came from a heated political argument between Devoto and a socialist girlfriend a few years earlier. ‘I was playing my devil’s advocate role, saying, “Yes, but …”,’ recalls Devoto. In the end, exasperated, the girl declared, ‘Oh, you’ll end up shot by both sides.’ The phrase stuck in Devoto’s head and came to encapsulate his emerging ideal: the truly heroic life based on not making your mind up. ‘The idea that the true enlightenment involves somehow making the paradoxical and contradictory the focal point of your life, just holding on to them and making them dance,’ he says. ‘In some ways it can seem like a cop-out place to be, but it can also be one of the most difficult places to live.’


In ‘Shot by Both Sides’ you also get a sense of Devoto recoiling from the rabble-rousing vulgarity that typified most punk gigs by the middle of 1977. The song’s key lines are ‘I wormed my way into the heart of the crowd/I was shocked by what was allowed/I didn’t lose myself in the crowd’. Mob rule and mobilized mass movements alike can seem scary because of their de-individualizing effect. In this respect, ‘Shot’ could also be seen as a riposte in advance to Sham 69’s ‘If the Kids Are United’, a massive mid-1978 hit. Spearheaded by Sham and similar groups like Cock Sparrer, the non-arty side of punk was devolving into ‘real’ punk, a.k.a. Oi!: crude, macho, always up for a ruck, a sound stunted by inverted snobbery. Caught between this hooligan punk on one side and TRB-style dogmatism on the other, Devoto saw himself as the dissident aesthete ‘on the run to the outside of everything’. outside of everything


Of course, in the context of early 1978 – six months after the street battles of Lewisham, where Anti-Nazi League protesters had battled the police who were guarding a National Front march that provocatively passed through a black neighbourhood – you could argue that Devoto’s refusal to stand up and be counted was questionable. ‘I’ve always found political commitment very difficult,’ he admits. Still, ‘Shot by Both Sides’ conveys the honour of art-rock’s individualistic ethos, the glory attainable if you can somehow turn the affliction of being different, a freak, into a life of creativity. ‘Shot’ was Devoto’s best shot at making that art-rock dream come true.


In early 1978 the majesty and sheer momentum of the single seemed irresistible. ‘It was travelling the world; even Greil Marcus was writing about it in Rolling Stone,’ says Paul Morley. ‘It was huge, the ultimate rock riff.’ On the brink of the Top 40, Magazine were invited to appear on Top of the Pops. At first Devoto refused. Asked again the following week, he buckled to pressure from Virgin and agreed. But he remained extremely uncomfortable about miming to the song on television. ‘It was very artificial. The whole thing seemed absurd … and scary.’ At the last minute he decided to make a gesture that would indicate his disdain for the corny charade. ‘I didn’t want to jump around in an obedient, “here’s your entertainment” way. I wanted to be bloody-minded, but in a fairly understated way.’ He got the BBC make-up girl to do him up in whiteface, but instead of a striking glam alien, ‘he looked like Marcel Marceau’, recalls Morley (who was glued to the TV because seeing a band like Magazine on Top of the Pops was ‘so rare’ in those days). ‘And then Devoto decided, because his mind was racing so quick, that he was far ahead of the game and he’d just be still. Very, very still. And this great song was playing, but Devoto stood stock-still. And the next week the record went down the charts – possibly the first time that’s ever happened in the history of pop, that you get on Top of the Pops and the single goes down the next week. And from then on, everything shut down. Killed stone dead.’


Despite rave reviews for the debut album, Real Life, Magazine’s career never quite recovered. Negative drive in full effect, Devoto had shot himself in the foot. At the close of 1978, he rationalized the anticlimactic TOTP performance, arguing that ‘the only way I could bring any significance to it was by taking everything away’. That’s a flattering spin. It was as much a combination of squeamishness and stage nerves; someone failing to seize the moment, frozen in the headlights of oncoming fame.


Following the unexpected failure of their most singular single, Magazine fell back on the prog-rock approach of slow-and-steady career building through albums and touring. ‘Prog’ was the invidious reference point brandished in the inevitable critical backlash that greeted 1979’s Secondhand Daylight. Magazine had tried to get Bowie’s producer Tony Visconti, but settled for Colin Thurston, the young engineer who’d worked with Visconti on ‘Heroes’ and helped record Iggy’s Lust for Life. But, instead of Bowie and Iggy, the album was compared to Genesis and Pink Floyd. Sounds’ Garry Bushell – a member of the Socialist Workers Party and champion of Sham 69-style real punk – put on his steel-capped Doc Martens and stomped seven shades of shit out of the album, ridiculing everything from its gatefold sleeve to Devoto’s mannered vocals. Densely produced and overwrought, Secondhand Daylight still contained at least one masterpiece in ‘Permafrost’, a deliberately sluggish tune whose highlights include Adamson’s glutinous bassline, an angular McGeoch solo worthy of Bowie’s Lodger, and Devoto’s most quoted couplet: ‘I will drug you and fuck you/On the permafrost’.


Magazine’s third album, 1980’s The Correct Use of Soap received a warmer greeting: it was hailed, correctly, as the band’s masterpiece. Devoto’s lyrics drew inspiration from an idea he’d found in a book of essays on love and lust by Theodor Reik – the notion that you are particularly vulnerable to falling in love after you’ve experienced some kind of trauma or life crisis. ‘I may love you out of weakness/Is that what I was afraid of?’ he wonders on the superb ‘Stuck’, a strange track loping somewhere unclassifiable between art-funk and jazz-metal. Enhanced by the crisp edges and eerie hollows of Martin Hannett’s production, Magazine’s music finally matched the lofty themes, while Devoto penned some of his most darkly witty and literate lines: ‘I know the meaning of life/It doesn’t help me a bit’; ‘I could have been Raskolnikov/But Mother Nature ripped me off’ (a reference to the anti-hero of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment). But on this particular front – existentialist doubt with arena-ready riffs – Magazine had already been eclipsed by fellow-Mancunians Joy Division, whose 1979 debut Unknown Pleasures had also been produced by Hannett. Realizing that Magazine’s momentum had stalled, Virgin preceded The Correct Use of Soap with a desperate flurry of profile-raising singles taken from the record and released in monthly succession. But to no avail: the hit never came. Magazine limped on through a live record and a fourth album, then thankfully heeded Devoto’s advice from ‘Stuck’: ‘stop when you cease to amaze me’.
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 Vic Godard of Subway Sect. Photo by Kevin Cummins








Subway Sect were one of the original punk bands, making their live debut at the 100 Club’s ‘Punk Fest’ in September 1976, alongside The Banshees, the Pistols and The Clash. Taken on by the latter’s manager Bernie Rhodes, they joined Buzzcocks and The Slits on The Clash’s legendary May 1977 White Riot tour. Subway Sect made a big impression in the North of England and Scotland, where their dressed-down image struck a chord with the local punks, who were much less fashion oriented than those on the London scene. There were no punky postures or stage theatrics, but instead a diffidence and oddness that was utterly un-rock ’n’ roll. Singer Vic Godard, for instance, often held his guitar at a strange, jutting angle. ‘I loved Vic’s gestural things,’ recalls Richard Boon, an admirer. ‘On one tour he’d sing the lyrics off a notebook and tear off the pages.’ The music, too, was arrestingly different. ‘The very early Subway Sect was great; their concerts were just pure distortion,’ recalls Mark Stewart, then fronting a nascent outfit called The Pop Group. ‘They really kickstarted that whole post-punk wall-of-noise thing.’


Of all the groups to emerge out of punk but not exactly be punk, Subway Sect remain the most shrouded in mystique. Partly this is because they hardly released any records in their own lifetime. Mostly it’s due to the peculiar anti-charisma of Vic Godard. Where Howard Devoto deliberately cultivated intrigue with his oblique comments and evasions, Godard seemed simply to exude a haze of indeterminacy, a mousy vagueness that felt shifty and slightly seedy. Slovenly and nasal, his voice suggested a dulled mind, but this was just a cover for wits as sharp as a fox. His face similarly blended striking and commonplace: angular, almost Cubist, with a massive bridge of aquiline nose-bone, and piercing, beady-black eyes that didn’t miss a thing.


A hefty portion of Subway Sect’s initial impact came from their appearance – neither punk nor rock ’n’ roll, ‘an oasis of undersell’, as Jon Savage put it. They looked ‘regular’ yet slightly out of time. Instead of wide collars, straggly perms, flares and kipper ties (the uniform of ordinary young men in 1976), they wore old school pullovers and Oxfam clothes, suggesting the not-quite-kempt, not-exactly-scruffy look of a 1960s clerical worker.


Sonically, too, Subway Sect stood out from the pack. Their roots were sixties mod – The Who, along with more obscure bands like The Sorrows and The Eyes (guitarist Rob Simmons was a sixties Brit-beat fiend). In the early days, the group favoured the brittle bite of the Fender Mustang, the tone knob tweaked to sound ‘as trebly as possible’: the itchy sound of cerebral unrest. Godard wanted the band to sound scrawny and wiry, never ‘heavy’ (that thickly layered, muscular menace perfected on Never Mind the Bollocks). Following the trails blazed by the Richard Hell’s guitarist Robert Quine and by Television’s Tom Verlaine, this was guitar playing that owed nothing to rhythm & blues or Chuck Berry: no note-bending, raunchy licks or solos. Rhythm guitar was the lead instrument. ‘The music’s based on trying to do anything that doesn’t sound quite right,’ Godard told ZigZag. ‘If the chords to a song sound anything like a normal “ROCK SONG” then we don’t use it.’


The singer’s approach to lyrics was equally refreshed and askew. Intensely literate, Godard and his comrades were classic post-punk autodidacts. ‘We were really into libraries … We used to go round the borough of Richmond in west London in this little Transit van, checking out every library. Looking through all these records. That’s how we got into things like medieval music. And books, too.’ Songs were often distilled from Godard essays. ‘I like to use words that seem out of place in a “ROCK SONG”,’ he told ZigZag, talking about how he consciously purged Americanisms in favour of English idiom.


Godard was no jingoist, though: his real passion was European culture. He changed his lowly and prosaic Anglo-Saxon surname, Napper, to something infinitely more glamorous, Gallic and avant-garde. Enrolled in a European studies course at Ealing College, Godard specialized in French art and literature. ‘I used to get the other people in the band to take parts in Molière plays and tape ’em,’ he chuckles. Before Subway Sect gigs, the group would play Debussy over the PA. Along with France, he developed a crush on the Eastern Bloc, after a school trip to the Soviet Union. ‘My room was covered in communist posters. We used to dye our clothes grey!’ This infatuation with communism was fundamentally aesthetic rather than political. ‘Parallel Lines’, one of Godard’s greatest songs, comes from a similarly ‘rigorously apolitical’ (Howard Devoto’s words) place as ‘Shot by Both Sides’, declaring, ‘Class war will never change history … we’ve got no belief in your truth’. Like Devoto, Godard seemed non-aligned: the outsider as acute, unforgiving observer. He wasn’t scared to tackle weighty subjects: predestination, in the awesomely clangorous ‘Chain Smoking’; media mind-control and the corruption of language in ‘Nobody’s Scared’, which starts with the salvo ‘Everyone is a prostitute/Singing the song in prison’. But he scrupulously avoided conclusions: questions were more important than answers. ‘Double Negative’ was his passive-aggressive anthem, close in spirit to Devoto’s concept of ‘negative drive’. Then there were the metarock anthems, critique with a beat, like ‘Don’t Split It’, which famously proclaimed, ‘Don’t want to play rock ’n’ roll’.


Godard rivalled John Lydon’s caustic eloquence when it came to the subject of punk’s failure and the urgent necessity for rock’s decease. In a Sounds interview, he trumped Devoto by claiming that punk was starting to go awry as early as September 1976: ‘even by the time of [the 100 Club’s Punk Fest] all the energy was gone. The Pistols and Clash had already reached their peaks.’ Subway Sect envisaged rock not as a safety valve for ‘releasing people’s tension so that they can go back to work the following morning’, he told Melody Maker, but as potentially ‘a really good secondary education system … Teaching [people] to educate themselves.’ All this was crystallized in the meta-musical rallying cry ‘A Different Story’, a blistering critique of rock as the opiate of the (young) people. ‘We’ve just been waiting for it to fall/We oppose all rock ’n’ roll,’ sings Godard. Only cowardice, the song argues, prevents us all from stepping off the beaten track of rock’s twenty-year-old narrative and entering some kind of new cultural space. Ironically, by the time ‘A Different Story’ was recorded as the flipside of their second single ‘Ambition’, it had become their most traditional rock-sounding song.


Godard cultists regard ‘Ambition’ as one of the greatest singles of all time. Strangely, though, manager Bernie Rhodes delayed putting it out for a long time. According to Richard Boon, ‘Ambition’ was only released at all because he made it a condition of Subway Sect getting the support slot on Buzzcocks’ big national tour of late 1978. Instead of Rhodes having to ‘buy on to’ the tour – the standard industry practice – all he had to do, remembers Boon, was ‘just put out a Subway Sect record, Bernie’. Dissatisfied with the recording of ‘Ambition’, just one of many Subway Sect songs languishing in the can, Rhodes – in the band’s absence – sped it up and added a clumsy synth-line, making an already Who-like anthem sound even more like ‘Baba O’Riley’ or ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’. The single was finally released in November 1978. ‘Every week of that three-week Buzzcocks/Sect tour,’ recalls Boon, ‘it was Single of the Week in a different music paper – the NME, Melody Maker, Sounds.’


Despite the hosannas – the NME called Godard one of the ‘Important People’, alongside Lydon, Devoto, Shelley and Alternative TV’s Mark Perry – Rhodes continued to sit on the Subway Sect’s debut album, which remains unreleased to this day. ‘Just circumstance, nothing sinister,’  is Godard’s explanation. ‘Bernie was too busy with The Clash, they’d just taken off, and he was in America a lot. We always lagged behind ’cos we were his number-two band. Maybe he just didn’t think the album was good enough. We never really found out why.’ Bizarrely, Rhodes’s next bright idea was to instruct Godard to sack his group. ‘He said, “Your band are useless but you’re a great songwriter. I just want your songs.”’ Brill Building style, Godard was placed on a retainer to write five songs a week at twenty quid per song. Some were performed live by another group managed by Rhodes, The Black Arabs, but were never recorded.


A later, shortlived incarnation of Subway Sect abandoned rock altogether for Northern Soul. Up-tempo sixties soul in the Motown mould, this music had inspired a cult scene in the Midlands and North of England during the early seventies, and was essentially the continuation of mod’s love of amphetamine-fuelled all-night dancing to fast black music. Thereafter, Godard’s disdain for rock ’n’ roll deepened. His next swerve looked back to pre-rock showbiz, swing, and easy listening: the good old days ‘when they wrote the songs with pride and they were Song songs,’ he told Sounds. Godard had always been a fan of crooners like Sinatra, Bennett and Mathis. Now he formed a new line-up of Subway Sect, dressed in demob suits and bow ties, and cited songwriters like Billy Strayhorn and Cole Porter as his role models. Godard informed interviewers that he had no interest in having a trendy audience, but would rather play to middle-aged people and get his records on Radio 2. Instead of infiltrating the world of real MOR, though, Subway Sect became the focus of a short-lived, pseudo-cabaret retro scene centred on Soho’s Club Left. The songs were great, but Godard, with his scrawny voice, couldn’t quite cut the mustard as a crooner.


Still in his twenties, Godard settled into a young-fogey image, telling Sounds, ‘I wish I’d lived fifty years ago or something. I wish I had been born in the aristocracy.’ Everything was studiously un-rock ’n’ roll. Interviews took place in ice-cream parlours rather than pubs. He’d talk about his hobbies: golf, birdwatching, horseracing (he liked a flutter on the gee-gees, and even worked as a bookie). He became the kind of cult figure around whom outlandish stories accreted. There was one rumour that he had a pet otter. Another that he’d performed a gig in Paris dressed as a dolphin. At the same time, he cultivated a René Magritte-style façade of conventionality. As his lyric for ‘Be Your Age’ put it: ‘She always says she dislikes the abnormal, it is so obvious/She says the normal is so much more simply complicated and interesting’. He got a job in an East Sheen hamburger joint and eventually married the manageress. Most famously, he became a postman.


Records appeared sporadically through the eighties, typically hampered in some way or released after a long interval. The mystique of Godard as the nearly man of punk grew, enhanced by the release in 1984 of a brilliant, blistering compilation of early recordings and John Peel radio sessions. Critics and hipsters love nothing more than the lost cause, and Godard was about as lost a cause as you could get. There’s always a certain glory to the notion of genius thwarted and possibilities squandered, the hint of what might have been. And, in the end, the idea of Subway Sect proved more potent and influential than the few records they released in their own, all-too-brief and underachieving lifetime.
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UNCONTROLLABLE URGE: The Industrial Grotesquerie of Pere Ubu and Devo


Pere Ubu. Devo.





In July 1978, Stiff Records and Sounds magazine jointly announced a competition to win a trip to Akron, Ohio. Highlight of a weekend spent in the ‘rubber capital of the world’ was a guided tour of the Firestone tyre company. The runner-up would win some Firestone tyres and Stiff’s Akron compilation, a sampler of local New Wave talent with a scratch ’n’ sniff sleeve – the odour, naturally, being rubber.


It’s hard to believe now, but there was a brief period – about eighteen months – in which Akron and its neighbour Cleveland, forty miles north, were considered the most exciting cities on earth when it came to rock music. Akron, undistinguished and barely known outside America, and Cleveland, declining capital of the steel industry, seemed exotic, albeit in a harsh, appropriately post-punk way. ‘Marvel at the desecration of the earth’s crust,’ exhorted Stiff’s music-paper adverts, hailing Akron as the place ‘where the American dream ends’. Radar Records enticed the punters to buy Pere Ubu’s Datapanik in the Year Zero using pictures of poisoned fish in the pollutant-rich Cuyahoga River and the slogan ‘The beauty of Cleveland pressed into vinyl’. Journalists hyped the crud-choked Cuyahoga as a new Mersey running through two cities, Akron and Cleveland, surely destined to be as important to late seventies rock as Liverpool had been in the sixties. There was just one catch. The cities each had only one band of true greatness: Devo and Pere Ubu. But in the hype storm, such lesser local lights as Tin Huey, The Bizarros and Rubber City Rebels garnered media coverage and record deals.


The concept of ‘industrial music’ is usually attributed to Throbbing Gristle. But the Ohio bands built that buzzword, too. In 1977, as TG’s Death Factory began churning out grisly product, Pere Ubu talked about their music as ‘industrial folk’, while Devo described themselves as an ‘eighties industrial band’.


Synonymous with US steel, Cleveland was the engine-room of America’s industrial revolution. But after the steel-hungry Second World War, the city began to ail. ‘The mills didn’t modernize themselves after the war, so they weren’t as cost-efficient as foreign rivals,’ says Scott Krauss, Pere Ubu’s drummer. Then the seventies oil crunch hit north-east Ohio hard: the region had fed Michigan’s automobile industry for decades, but people now wanted little Japanese cars that didn’t guzzle gas.


There’s something about cities that were once prosperous – the residues of wealth and pride make a rich loam in which bohemia can flourish. There’s the material legacy of former prosperity: handsomely endowed colleges, art schools, museums, galleries; grand houses grown shabby and cheap to rent; derelict warehouses and empty factories, easily repurposed as rehearsal or performance spaces. A husk from Cleveland’s heyday provided Ubu with their first regular opportunity to play live: a scuzzy bikers’ bar called the Pirates’ Cove that had once been John D. Rockefeller’s first warehouse in the heavily industrialized riverside zone known as the Flats. Ubu waxed lyrical about the area in their first interviews: ore-loaded barges floating down the Cuyahoga; steel foundries pounding flat out night and day; the glare from blast furnaces bruising the night in hues of green and purple; belching chimneys and lattices of piping silhouetted against the sky. ‘We thought it was magnificent … like going to an art museum or something,’ singer David Thomas recollected some twenty years later.


You could find similar oddly picturesque industrial zones in Northern English cities like Sheffield and Manchester, whose hipster youth felt a powerful connection with the synth-enhanced music of Ubu and Devo, and were already making their own bleakly futurist music. Teetering into the post-industrial era, those cities shared a common attitude with Cleveland, too: a self-belief and swagger only slightly dented by having fallen on hard times. ‘We used to be great … and we’ll show you yet.’


It seems somehow symbolic that Pere Ubu owed their existence partly to inherited wealth. Synth-player Allen Ravenstine used trust-fund money to buy an entire apartment building called the Plaza in downtown Cleveland and rented out its thirty-six rooms cheaply to artistically minded friends, including every member of Ubu: guitarist Tom Herman, bassist Tony Maimone, the group’s original co-founder Peter Laughner, drummer Krauss, and singer David Thomas. An imposing Gothic building, the Plaza was just one block south of Euclid Avenue, known in the nineteenth century as ‘Millionaires’ Row’ because the steel barons built houses for their mistresses there. Now Cleveland’s red-light district, it wasn’t somewhere most people would willingly reside, but Ubu loved its ghost-town ambience and saw themselves as urban pioneers reclaiming the de-industrialized wilderness.
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Another byproduct of Ravenstine’s inherited fortune was his expensive EML 200 synth, and the fact that he could take two years out to learn to play it. Living in his house in the country, he clocked in for eight hours’ practice a day, just as if it were a job. The EML resembled an ‘old-fashioned telephone-operator switchboard, full of jacks to plug in,’ recalls Krauss. Because it had a touch-tone dial instead of a keyboard, Ravenstine immediately bypassed the prog-rock style of synth playing – twirling arpeggios and Bach-like folderol – and got stuck right into the messy business of moulding raw sound using frequency envelopes. ‘He’d make a noise like a five-pound can with a whole bunch of bumble bees inside,’ says Krauss. ‘Then he’d change the sine-wave and it’d sound like a beach with a whole bunch of people on it. Ten seconds later, it’d flip to a freight-car noise. The imagination-activating level was absolutely amazing.’


Pere Ubu punningly described their sound as ‘avant-garage’. Like Ravenstine’s smeary blurts of electronic abstraction, David Thomas’s high-pitched bleat immediately marked out the group as more than your average bar band. Whinnying like some peculiar asexual monster, Thomas sounded like Beefheart if his balls had never dropped. Unlike Beefheart, though, there was no blues in Thomas’s throat. ‘I had all sorts of rules I would follow because I was obsessed with not ripping off black music,’ he says. ‘So I had rules where I would refuse to bend a note or extend a syllable past one beat.’ Often he favoured a kind of dyslexic vocalese. ‘I was totally obsessed with the abstract. That’s why early on you can’t understand anything I’m singing.’


If Thomas and Ravenstine were the quirk-out elements in Ubu’s sound, drummer Krauss and bassist Maimone created a solid but inventive foundation for the freaky stuff. Guitarist Herman, alternating between heavy riffing and sculpted arabesques of twisted metal, shifted around somewhere between ‘avant’ and ‘garage’. ‘David at one point drew a line across the stage and said, “This is the intellectual side of the band and that is the tank side” – “tank”, as in warfare,’ recalls Krauss. The rhythm section were designated as the military muscle; Ravenstine and Thomas himself as the scrambled brainiacs. Tom Herman stood dead centre, in no man’s land.


In the 1970s, Cleveland prided itself as the first musically sophisticated city west of New York. According to Thomas, it was ‘a real hothouse’ of connoisseur cliques defining themselves through unusual taste. ‘Everybody in bands worked at record stores and each store competed to have the most complete catalogues,’ he says. As well as ultra-hip record shops like Drome, the city was blessed with one of the most progressive radio stations in America, WMMS. Its early seventies playlist reads like John Lydon’s Capital Radio show: Velvet Underground, Roxy Music, Soft Machine, even Peter Hammill’s band Van Der Graaf Generator.


At high school, Thomas’s tastes leaned towards the progressive: he was a massive Zappa fan, especially the tape-splicing studio collages of Uncle Meat, and regarded Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica as a sacred audiotext. The Stooges and The Velvets were common ground across the Cleveland pre-punk scene, as much for the attitude as for the music’s raw power pummel. ‘We were two or three years post-hippy, and those two or three years were pretty significant,’ says Thomas. ‘We felt the hippies were pretty useless as any sort of social happening.’ This was the generation that treated Creem’s Lester Bangs as the prophet, bought marked-down LPs by Velvets and Stooges, and closely studied Lenny Kaye’s Nuggets anthology of sixties garage punk. In Cleveland, a whole proto-punk scene developed around these sounds. Like Ubu, though, the primitivism was studied – artistic gesture rather than lumpen impulse. The Electric Eels wore safety-pins, rat-traps and swastikas years before the UK punks did, and called what they did ‘art terrorism’; The Styrenes’ performances featured modern dance and spoken-word elements.


Pere Ubu were also something of an art project. The name came from the monstrously cruel and scatologically crude despot in Alfred Jarry’s play Ubu-Roi, in its day (the 1890s) as scandalous as punk. Thomas explained the choice by saying, ‘I am in a lot of ways a grotesque character’ – a reference to his corpulence and gnarly features – ‘and the band has a grotesque character. What we are is not pretty.’ Thomas also admired Jarry’s ‘theatrical ideas and narrative devices’ – his use of placards with words to set scenes, as opposed to stage props and backdrops, which forced the audience to use its imagination. Thomas developed similar alienation effects for Ubu’s performances. Between-song patter might entail him thinking aloud: ‘Maybe I should get into some sort of audience rapport here.’ At one point, the live shows included ‘Reality Dub’ – not a song but the simulation of a highly realistic-looking accident.


Pere Ubu formed from the ashes of Thomas’s and Laughner’s previous band, Rocket from the Tombs, a less obviously art-warped proposition modelled on the raw powerblast of The Stooges and MC5. The new group’s inaugural act was recording one of Rocket from the Tombs’ least characteristic tunes as a single. In Ubu’s rendition, ‘30 Seconds over Tokyo’ – an attempt to create the ‘total sonic environment’ inside American bombers as they set off on their Second World War mission to flatten Japan’s capital – became even more eccentric. It starts out like some loping, rhythmically sprained hybrid of Black Sabbath and reggae, speeds up a bit, dissolves into freeform splinters, flips back to avant-skank mode, lurches into a sort of doomladen canter, then expires in a spasm of blistered feedback. Over six minutes long, scrofulous with twisted virtuosity, almost prog in its structural strangeness, it sounded about as far removed from The Ramones as, say, The Eagles did. Nevertheless, when the single – self-released on their own Hearthan label – began to circulate in early 1976, Pere Ubu found themselves recruited to ‘punk’, then gathering momentum as journalists continued to talk up the New York CBGB scene while monitoring the early stirrings of insurrection in London.
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 The baleful bulk of Pere Ubu’s David Thomas, circa 1979. Photo by Janette Beckman








While they felt kinship with Television (the New York scene’s most psychedelic, least punkish band) and other American eccentrics like The Residents that were coming through the door opened by punk, Pere Ubu were suspicious of the English scene. ‘Our ambitions were considerably different from the Sex Pistols’,’ sniffs Thomas, who regards that band’s brand of rebellion as puerile and destructive. The Brits, he believes, attached fashion and politics to something that was purely about music and artistic experimentation. Pere Ubu didn’t want to piss on rock music; they wanted to contribute, help it mature as an artform. ‘Our ambitions were to move it forward into ever more expressive fields, create something worthy of Faulkner and Melville, the true language of human consciousness,’ he says loftily. UK punk’s class-war rhetoric didn’t compute: Ubu were proudly bourgeois: ‘My father was a professor. I had an academic upbringing and certainly an academic path was indicated. This was the strength of our middle-class upbringing.’ Having lost friend and founder-member Peter Laughner to drugs, they had no time for Vicious-style death tripping. ‘Things are rough, things are weird, there’s no sense in ignoring that – which is why Ubu music isn’t all sweetness and light,’ said Ravenstine in one interview. ‘But you gotta confront the problems.’


Pere Ubu may have disdained the UK’s alternately politicized and nihilistic versions of punk, but it was British audiences who most fervently embraced Ubu’s music. After ‘30 Seconds’, two more Hearthan singles followed in 1976: ‘Final Solution’ b/w ‘Cloud 149’ and ‘Street Waves’ b/w ‘My Dark Ages’. Most of the copies were shipped to the UK and Europe, where they sold very well. Touring the UK for the first time in the spring of 1978, the band were greeted as the Second Coming. Such emerging bands as Joy Division and Josef K were in the audiences, assimilating Herman’s fractured guitar and the ominous atmosphere of songs like ‘Real World’ and ‘Chinese Radiation’. In 1978, decades before he developed the only-Americans-can-rock theories he touts today, Thomas appreciated the intense ardour and seriousness of the British response: ‘The people seem more politically aware, spiritually aware. It’s all on a higher level – significantly higher. They study the music.’


Meanwhile, back in America, ‘Street Waves’ had fallen into the hands of Mercury Records’ A&R man Cliff Burnstein, who decided Ubu would be the ideal signing to launch his new subsidiary label Blank. Inspired by New Wave’s pared-down, no-frills aesthetic, Burnstein had developed a fresh approach to breaking bands: recording them cheap, so that only 25,000 sales were required before label and band started earning. This was a break with the standard seventies major-label tactic of extravagant recording budgets and promotion. These costs, recoupable against royalties, saddled the artists with debt, which left them vulnerable to corporate pressure along the lines of ‘Dilute your sound; we want a return on our investment now’.


In 1978, Cleveland and Akron reigned as the fulcrum of the post-punk universe. In March, Blank released Ubu’s debut album The Modern Dance to massive acclaim. In April came Radar’s Datapanik in the Year Zero EP, which contained the best tracks from the three Hearthan singles. At the height of their powers, Pere Ubu sealed the impression of creative floodgates hurled open wide when they unleashed a second, even more impressive album only seven months after the debut. Dub Housing got its evocative name not from any reggae leanings but a stoned eye’s view of Baltimore as the band drove through the city in their tour van. ‘In Baltimore they had these row houses, and somebody said, “Oh, look, dub housing,”’ says Krauss. The vistas echoed endlessly, paralleling the way that drum hits, guitar chords and horn-licks were turned into reverb-trails by dub producers. Underlining the band’s difference from the rock norm, the UK release of Dub Housing was celebrated with a unique performance: a ‘Ubu Mystery Trip’ that transported the audience by coach to a secret destination. Unfortunately, the gig’s location – the chalk-walled Chiselhurst Caves – suffered from terrible acoustics, and was so cold that Tom Herman had to wear gloves with the fingers snipped off in order to get his fingers on the frets.


But after their 1978 triumphs – two hugely acclaimed albums, two tours of the UK and one each for Europe and America – Pere Ubu reached a crossroads. They now had a big-time rock manager and he advised the band effectively to formularize their sound, then beat the public over the head with it. Remake Dub Housing two or three more times, he said, and you’ll be stars. Thomas recalls asking him, ‘What if we can’t repeat it? What if we don’t want to repeat it?’ The manager told Ubu they’d always get signed to deals and be able to release records, but they’d never transcend cult status. It was meant to be a dire warning, but, laughs Thomas, ‘Our eyes lit up. “That sounds pretty good!”’


Pere Ubu’s art-rock integrity and belief in constant progression came into play, along with a certain wilfulness. The Modern Dance and Dub Housing both contained absurdist sound collages and exercises in pure Dada such as ‘The Book is on the Table’ and ‘Thriller’; these now became the blueprint for the third album, New Picnic Time. ‘Our problem is that we never wanted to repeat Dub Housing,’ Thomas once said. ‘That desire never to repeat became as much of a trap as trying to repeat formulas the way some bands do.’ Although he likes to argue that ‘all adventurous art is done by middle-class people’ because they always have other career options and don’t need to worry about making money, the corollary is that bourgeois bohemians don’t possess that vital hunger to succeed that drives those from less privileged backgrounds. ‘We were on the edge of being popular but we were fundamentally incapable of being popular,’ admits Thomas, ‘because we were fundamentally perverse.’




   





‘Devo, it’s like the Titanic going down or something,’ Allen Ravenstine once said of their Akron allies, who early on often shared stages with Pere Ubu. ‘The impression I’ve got from their songs and from talking with them is that they’re really much more into making a mockery of everything, not really giving a damn.’


Actually, Devo’s ‘cynicism’ was borne of having once cared too much. Unlike Ubu, Devo had been hippies, of a sort. Gerald V. Casale and Mark Mothersbaugh, the group’s conceptual core, were among the antiwar students protesting at Kent State University, Ohio, on 4 May 1970 when the National Guard opened fire. Two of the four slain students – Alison Krauss and Jeffrey Miller – were friends of Casale. ‘They were just really smart liberal kids, eighteen and nineteen, doing what we all did back then,’ he says. ‘They weren’t crazy sociopaths.’ He recalls the dazed, slow-motion sensation when the guns started firing, ‘like being in a car accident’; the blood streaming down the sidewalk; the eerie sound of moaning from the crowd, ‘like a kennel of hurt puppies’. At first, ‘even the National Guard was frozen, freaked out. Then they marched us off campus and the university was shut down for three months.’


That date in May 1970 is one of several contenders for ‘the day the sixties died’. ‘For me, it was the turning point,’ says Casale bitterly. ‘Suddenly I saw it all clearly: all these kids with their idealism, it was very naïve.’ Participants in SDS – Students for a Democratic Society – like Casale reached a crossroads. ‘After Kent, it seemed like you could either join a guerrilla group like The Weather Underground, actually try assassinating some of these evil people, the way they’d murdered anybody in the sixties who’d tried to make a difference. Or you could just make some kind of whacked-out creative Dada art response. Which is what Devo did.’


Devo was born in those three months that Kent was closed down. ‘Gerry would come round to my house and we started writing music,’ says Mothersbaugh. He’d first noticed Casale because of a prankster performance-art piece he’d done during Fine Art Faculty shows. ‘I’d be this character Gorge who wore an enema-bag bandoleer,’ says Casale. ‘My sidekick Poot Man dressed in black wrestling shorts and a black full-face mask like those Mexican wrestlers. He walked around like a monkey, knuckles trailing on the ground. The art was always bad, derivative stuff – endless mindless landscapes and still lifes. I’d point at a picture and go, “Poot Man!” and he’d rub his ass on the artwork, or hold his nose like it stunk. Every time Poot Man took a pretend shit on the graduate student art, I’d reward him with milk, which he’d suck through the enema tube. People would be disgusted and move out the way, and somebody would get security. After a few of these events, they’d be waiting for us.’ Says Mothersbaugh, ‘I saw him do the Poot Man thing, and I was like “Who’s this guy?” Everybody hated Gerry so I knew I was going to like him.’ Casale, meanwhile, had already admiringly noted Mothersbaugh’s artwork – decals of puking heads in profile.


For a band that later defined New Wave music, Casale’s and Mothersbaugh’s roots were unpromising. ‘Mark was playing in a band that did Yes and ELP covers,’ says Casale. ‘He had long hair down to his waist and a stack of keyboards.’ An accomplished bassist, Casale had played in numerous blues bands and was steeped in everything from the original Delta blues to the electric Chicago sound. Prog and blues collided in a mutual passion for Captain Beefheart and the Magic Band. But everything that was primal and earthy about Beefheart became deliberately sterile and stilted in Devo’s hands. Their quest, says Casale, was to discover ‘what devolved music would sound like. We wanted to make outer-space caveman music.’


Devo’s other big inspiration was the glam grotesquerie of early Roxy Music. You can hear Bryan Ferry’s android vibrato in Mothersbaugh’s edge-of-hysteria bleat, while his synth spurts owe a lot to Eno. ‘I loved his asymmetric, atonal synth solos in Roxy. He brought a whole new way to think about the instrument – as opposed to Rick Wakeman and Keith Emerson, who just sounded like glorified organists. I used to write synth parts I could play with a fist instead of fingers. We were looking for sounds like V2 rockets and mortar blasts; things that weren’t on the settings when you bought a synth.’ Rather than a keyboard, Devo treated the synth as a noise-generator: ‘The more technology you have, the more primitive you can be,’ Mothersbaugh told one interviewer. ‘You can express guttural sounds, bird noises, brain waves, blood flow.’


In Devo’s earliest days, the group experimented with machine rhythm. ‘Our first drummer was my youngest brother Jim, who left to be an inventor,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘He created a home-made electronic drum kit, using acoustic drums with guitar pick-ups attached to their heads, which he’d feed into wah-wah pedals, fuzztones and echoplexes. It sounded really amazing, like a walking, broken-down robot.’ Ultimately, Devo found Alan Myers, ‘this incredible, metronomic drummer’, and the group started to explore disconcertingly disjointed time signatures like 7/8 and 11/8. ‘Those timings make you feel rigid right away,’ says Casale.


In the early-to-mid seventies, with punk barely a glimmer on the horizon, Devo defined themselves against the ruling American mainstream rock of the day: chugging feelgood boogie and slick, slack country-rock. Just as their music’s twitchy angularity was the antithesis of FM radio’s soft rock, likewise Devo’s attitude – neurotic, uptight, stiff-necked – revolted against the chilled-out babyboomers. ‘We were anything but hippies – loose, natural,’ Casale recalled years later. Devo rejected all those ‘flabby leftover ideas from the sixties’ that by 1972 had degenerated into self-absorbed and complacent hedonism. Back then, their ungroovy rhythms – midway between spasm and stricture – were as appealing to Akron audiences as a cup of cold puke. Because no one wanted to hear original music, Devo pretended to be a cover band to get gigs. ‘We’d say, “Here’s another one by Foghat,” and then play one of our tunes, like “Mongoloid”,’ chuckles Mothersbaugh. ‘Angry hippy factory workers charged the stage trying to stop us. Often we’d get paid just to quit. Sometimes the police would be called.’


The group’s first two singles, ‘Satisfaction’ and ‘Jocko Homo’ – like Ubu’s, self-released, on Devo’s own Booji Boy label – were relatively torpid compared with their later frantic sound. This was partly because ‘Jocko Homo’ and its B-side ‘Mongoloid’ were recorded in a garage with no heating during a freezing winter, with the band wearing gloves. After five wilderness years in Akron, playing only a handful of gigs and funding the band through a series of grim jobs (Casale’s CV includes projectionist in a porno cinema, methadone-clinic counsellor, and graphic artist at a janitorial supply firm), the singles were Devo’s calling card to the wider world. ‘No one will ever know the effort it took for us to get out of Akron,’ says Casale. ‘Driving down to Cincinnati with just enough cash to get two thousand copies pressed at Queen City Records. Mark and me sitting up endless nights gluing together the covers that we’d printed. Akron was like boot camp. We practised day and night, at weekends, when other people were out getting loaded and getting laid, over and over until we got good.’


It worked. Devo evolved into a tightly drilled package of sound-and-visuals, sharing as much with the shock-rock theatre of Alice Cooper and The Tubes as with the no-frills punk rockers. Whenever feasible, Devo gigs began with The Beginning Was the End: The Truth about De-Evolution, a ten-minute film directed by their friend Chuck Statler, whom they’d originally met in an experimental art class at Kent State. The short generated the enduringly famous images of Devo: Mothersbaugh as the mad professor in bow tie and white coat giving a lecture on ‘de-evolution’; the rest of the band wearing plastic sunglasses and coloured tights pulled tightly over their heads to squash their features, bankrobber style. And it was Statler who in 1975 showed Devo a popular science magazine with a feature on laser discs, then on the verge of being introduced to the market. ‘We read that it was the same size as an LP but had moving pictures on it,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘And we thought: Oh my God, that’s what we want to do!’ Originally an aspiring film director more than a musician, Casale fantasized about making ‘an anti-capitalist science-fiction movie’ and always saw Devo as a visual entity: ‘The theatrics and the ideas and the staging were as important as the music.’


Champing at the bit to kickstart the Videodisc Revolution, Devo were impatient to reach the future. The seventies had been a write-off, merely the sixties sagging into decadence – supine and sour. Devo yearned to be the first band on the block making eighties music. Like Pere Ubu, they went beyond punk, really the last gasp of seventies rock ’n’ roll, before punk even properly existed; not just sonically, with their synths and industrial rhythms, but conceptually, too. They shared punk’s never-trusta-hippy attitude, but, says Mothersbaugh, ‘We thought the punks never learned from the failure of the hippies. Rebellion always gets co-opted into another marketing device.’ Selling out, using the system to spread the virus, seemed like the most insidious strategy for Devo, who saw themselves as a ‘postmodernist protest band’. Putting out the Booji Boy singles independently was just a step on the ladder, a way of attracting attention. The game plan was to join rock’s ruling class. ‘We figured we’d mimic the structure of those who get the greatest rewards out of the upside-down business and become a corporation,’ Casale told Soho Weekly News. ‘Most rock musicians, they’re no more than clerks or auto mechanics.’
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 Flyer for Devo show at the Mabuhay, San Francisco’s legendary punk club. L to R: Mark Mothersbaugh, Gerald V. Casale, Bob Mothersbaugh, Alan Myers, Bob Casale








So Devo gigs started with a bombastic synth jingle, the Devo Corporate Anthem, during which the group lined up solemnly to give a salute. Because ‘individuality and rebellion were obsolete’, Devo ‘dressed identical so you couldn’t tell who was who,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘We wanted to look like a machine or an army onstage. We felt that the real mindless uniform was rock’s blue jeans.’ Instead, the group ‘dressed like maintenance worker geeks’, says Casale, wearing outfits he’d acquired during his stint at the janitorial supply company. They built up a mix-and-mismatch wardrobe that blended the regimental (boy scouts, servicemen, football teams) and the technocratic (hazardous-waste protection suits, rubber gloves). This they spiced with kitsch flamboyance – cheesy alien masks, peculiar plastic helmets styled to look like extremely bad hairpieces. Devo also developed a tautly choreographed repertoire of jerky stage moves inspired, says Casale, by seeing a Russian Constructivist ballet. ‘And then we played this very precise music like James Brown turned into a robot. And it really pissed everybody off!’


Well, not everybody. In 1977 things got confusing as first Iggy Pop and David Bowie, then Brian Eno and Robert Fripp, jostled to produce Devo’s album debut. Thrilling to the sensations of dislocation and menace their music induced, Eno raved about Devo as ‘the best live show I have ever seen’. Neil Young, of all people – ‘the grandfather of Granola Rock’, as Casale nicknamed him – invited Devo to appear in his feature-length movie Human Highway as a squad of disgruntled and radioactively glowing nuclear-waste workers. Iggy Pop was so enamoured he wanted to fill his next album with Devo songs. At the group’s first New York show in July 1977, Bowie came onstage to introduce the second set and announced, ‘This is the band of the future. I’m going to produce them in Tokyo this winter.’ Finally, it was settled that the record would be produced by Eno in Germany, with Bowie contributing only at weekends (he was busy making the movie Just a Gigolo). ‘We didn’t even have a record deal, but Eno said he’d pay for the flights, the studio costs, everything,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘Eno was just certain we would get a record contract.’


Sure enough, Warner Bros, Island and Bowie’s production company Bewlay Brothers began competing for the group. ‘Sick’ was hot, and Devo looked like the next gang of marketable monsters after The Sex Pistols. Then Virgin entered the fray. In early 1978 Richard Branson invited Mothersbaugh and guitarist Bob Casale to fly to Jamaica. When the boys were very stoned, Branson popped the question: what did they think about inviting Johnny Rotten, freshly fired from the Pistols, to become Devo’s singer? ‘He said, “Johnny’s in the next room; there are journalists from the NME and Melody Maker here,”’ recalls Mothersbaugh. ‘“It’s a perfect time to go down the beach, take some photos together, and announce he’s joined Devo. What do you think?” I was too stoned to make the correct answer, which was “Sure!”’Cos we could have done the picture session, got the publicity, and then gone back to Akron and just said, “No way! Forget it.”’


Still embroiled in negotiations with record labels, Devo recorded their debut, Q: Are We Not Men? A: We Are Devo!, in Conny Plank’s studio, a converted farm twenty miles outside of Cologne. It’s their masterpiece, but suffers slightly from a neither-one-thing-nor-the-other quality: it lacks some of the frenzy of their live shows yet is not a full-on foray into Eno’s post-Low soundworld. ‘In retrospect, we were overly resistant to Eno’s ideas,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘He made up synth parts and really cool sounds for almost every song on the album, but we used them on only three or four songs. Some we did, like the loop of monkey chanters that’s on “Jocko Homo”. I’d kind of like to hear what the album would have sounded like if we’d been more open to Eno’s suggestions. But in those days we thought we knew everything.’


You can still hear the Eno imprint, though. Tinted and textured, Casale’s bass glistens wetly. ‘Shrivel Up’ is dank with synth slime, an abject feel that fits the lyrics about decay and mortality. ‘Gut Feeling’ takes garage punk’s woman-done-me-wrong rage and gives it a perverse twist: ‘You took your tongs of love and stripped away my garment’. ‘Uncontrollable Urge’ makes rock’s ‘wild sexuality’ seem as absurd and humiliating as an involuntary nervous tic. ‘Come Back Jonee’ likewise turns Chuck Berry’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’ inside out: the heartbreaker bad-boy ‘jumps into his Datsun’, the OPEC 1970s fuel-economy version of a ‘real’ rock ’n’ roll automobile like a T-Bird.


While the band toiled away on their debut, Devo-mania escalated. Stiff Records licensed the original Booji Boy singles and re-released them in quick succession. In April 1978, their cover of the Rolling Stones’ ‘Satisfaction’ was a big hit in several European countries and stopped just short of the UK Top 40. Devo’s disco-punk version sounded like ‘a stupid perpetual-motion machine clanking around the room’, as Mothersbaugh put it. After defiling this iconic sixties classic by reducing it to a desiccated theorem, Devo then riled the 100,000-strong army of Old Wave fans at that summer’s Knebworth Festival. Sandwiched on the bill between Jefferson Starship and Genesis, Devo aggravated the audience with their uniform appearance (yellow chemical-protection body-suits, fluorescent orange skateboard helmets), manic stage moves, and the sheer palsied attack of their music. ‘Everybody started throwing stuff, having fights,’ recalls Mothersbaugh. ‘A lot of people got pissed off.’
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 Devo at Max’s Kansas City, New York, 1979. L to R: Alan Myers, Mark Mothersbaugh, Gerald V. Casale. Photo by Marcia Resnick








By the time Q: Are We Not Men? hit the record stores at the end of August, the hype and marketing overkill were beginning to raise hackles. The UK press shifted into premature backlash mode. What were Devo about, anyway? Their interviews were full of opaque pseudo-scientific jargon and references to a menagerie of bizarre characters (like the ninny naïf Booji Boy, a grown man with a baby’s face), all of which sceptics found both contrived and silly. It was fatally unclear if the group’s de-evolution theories represented a critique or a cynical celebration of cultural atrophy, corporatized rock and the recline and fall of the West.


Hatched by Mothersbaugh and Casale in the early days, de-evolution was a patchwork parody of religion and quack science woven together from motley sources: the Second Law of Thermodynamics, sociobiology, genetics, the paranoid science fiction of Burroughs and Philip K. Dick, anthropology. An especially key source was a series of dubious nineteenth-century eugenic theories involving notions of degeneration and the decline of civilization (often attributed to racial interbreeding). Virgin’s press release for the album claimed the band ‘devolved from a long line of brain-eating apes, some of which settled in north-eastern Ohio’. Casale sampled this absurdist notion from a 300-page treatise by a deranged Bavarian pseudo-scientist. The tract argued that humans descended from cannibalistic monkeys whose diet of ape brain had resulted in bizarre mutations and the loss of their ability to live in nature. Devo also pillaged evangelical crank literature and pamphlets from such Christian sects as the Jehovah’s Witnesses. ‘Two of the biggest televangelists, Rex Humbard and the Reverend Ernest Ainsley, broadcast out of Akron,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘We saw how disgusting and evil these people were, so we took delight in turning their cosmology upside down.’ The album’s most physically galvanizing song, ‘Praying Hands’, was a stab at imagining a Christian fundamentalist dance craze.


In Devo’s music, a puritanical streak of revulsion jostled with an urge to revel in the mire. Talking of American pop culture, Casale describes being ‘raised in mindless electric filth’. Devo seemed to be starting from the same place – a sense of impotence and suffocation – as those great misanthropes of modernist literature, Louis-Ferdinand Céline and Wyndham Lewis, whose quest for purity in a tarnished world made them sympathetic to Nazism. In the first three decades of the twentieth century, abhorrence of capitalism led almost as many intellectuals to fascism as it did to communism. And some were quick to accuse Devo of being ‘fascist’ themselves, most notably Rolling Stone magazine (who clearly recognized on some level that everything they stood for was ‘the enemy’ in Devo’s worldview). Actually, it’s more the case that Devo managed to include both the abjection and ‘fascist’ response to it within their art simultaneously, in their pantomime of disgust and discipline. Without their uniforms, Casale said, they’d be ‘just like a horrible maggot with no crustacean shell … You’d be like a pinchy little blackhead.’


Properly attired, Devo went forth as the ‘clean-up squad’, on a mission into the goo-goo muck of mainstream American culture. Interviews teemed with imagery of purulence, decay, obesity, excretion, flaccidity, infestation, tumours, putrefaction and bulimia. Progress was a belief system that had gone ‘absolutely rancid’, while one sequence during The Truth about De-Evolution saw the group, sealed inside latex bags, writhing ‘like maggots, paramecium, foetal things’. But Devo’s favourite set of metaphors revolved around constipation, with the band themselves variously figuring as the laxative, the enema nozzle, the enema bag and ‘the fluid in the bag’. ‘Gerry and I both had parents who’d read in Dr Spock that it was a good idea to give your kids enemas once or twice a month,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘We lived in fear of the next enema, the warm soapy water. When we were in our twenties we finally said, “Dad, that’s enough!”’


This squeamishness contaminated Devo’s sex songs, from their earliest efforts like ‘Buttered Beauties’ (in which Mothersbaugh imagines female secretions smeared all over him like ‘glossy tallow’) to the chorus ‘I think I missed the hole’ in the debut album’s ‘Sloppy (I Saw My Baby Getting)’. They loved pornography, whether Bataille’s avant-garde version or Hustler’s mass-market hardcore. The latter was the first news-stand porn mag to show gynaecologically explicit photographs. ‘I wrote a song called “Penetration in the Centerfold” about the first Hustler I ever saw,’ says Mothersbaugh. ‘Porn is important to the lower economic levels, simply because you can’t afford real sex.’


What emerged from these impulses and inputs were songs that, beneath the Dada quirky surface, were often plain misogynistic in the most conventional sense. On the debut album, ‘Gut Feeling’ segues straight into ‘Slap Your Mammy’. ‘Triumph of the Will’ on the second album, Duty Now for the Future, reads like a Nietzschean justification for rape: ‘It was a thing I had to/It was a message from below/It was a messy situation … It is a thing females ask for/When they convey the opposite’. Much of Duty sounds like a robotic version of The Knack’s sexually pent-up ‘My Sharona’ – choppy New Wave guitar, frantically pelvic beat-off rhythms.


Unlike Pere Ubu, who happily remained a cult band, Devo’s project – subvert from within – could only really make sense if it was massively successful. They moved to Los Angeles, capital of the entertainment business, and with 1980’s Freedom of Choice made a record even more calculatedly commercial than the clinical-sounding Duty. The concept was ‘electro R&B’ but the results were more like a fusion of New Wave and Eurodisco. Everything was played by the band in the studio, but it sounded like it was programmed using sequencers; the electronic textures felt standard issue, like the pre-set sounds you get on a synth. Still, Freedom of Choice achieved a New Wave-inflected dance-rock sound that Billy Idol would later ride to stardom. And it gave Devo their own platinum album, spurred on by the Top 20 success of ‘Whip It’.


Written during the ailing twilight of the Carter presidency, ‘Whip It’ offered Dale ‘How to Win Friends and Influence People’ Carnegie-style advice to the embattled leader: ‘Come on, Jimmy, get your shit together,’ says Mothersbaugh. By the time Warners allowed them to make a promo video for it, it was clear that Reagan was heading for a landslide victory, so Devo made the video into a surreal commentary on America’s shift to the right. The result was a promo that nearly twenty-five years later has not dated in the least and is still a huge hoot: Devo’s one moment of mass-cultural triumph. Pitched somewhere between John Ford and David Lynch (Eraserhead was a favourite for the Ubu–Devo set), this genuinely creepy video perfectly crystallizes Devo’s ‘freakshow aesthetic’. As a bunch of Texan stud-muffins and blonde bimbos gawk and giggle, Mothersbaugh wields a whip and one by one lashes away the garments of a strange Grace Jones-like Amazon of a woman; her legs start trembling in an indescribably abject way as she waits for the final whipcrack to strip off her last shred of modesty. Meanwhile, the rest of Devo perform the song cooped inside a cattle pen – pasty-faced spud-boys wearing shorts that show off their scrawny knees and the famous ‘flowerpot hats’ (actually meant to look like Aztec temples or ziggurats). ‘We were horrified by Reagan’s ascent,’ says Casale. ‘So we were just making fun of myths of cowboys in the West. It was based on a magazine I’d found, one of those fifties gentlemen’s magazines with softcore nudies. It had an article about a dude ranch owned by an ex-stripper and her husband. As part of the entertainment, he’d whip her clothes off in the corral for all the guests to watch. I showed the piece to Mark and he was agog, so I said, “Let’s do it!”’
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 Devo at the height of their success, on the cover of American New Wave magazine Trouser Press, February 1982








As the new decade proceeded, the original ‘eighties industrial band’ was devoured by the industry. Even as they railed against Reaganism with songs like ‘Freedom of Choice’ and ‘Through Being Cool’, Devo slowly but steadily capitulated to the record-biz way of doing things. They’d sold two million albums by 1981, but this only made Warners increase the pressure in the hope of harvesting an even bigger return on their investment. ‘They wanted us to be at The Cars’ level,’ sighs Casale. They struggled on for years, wrangling for the ‘Whip It’-scale radio hit that never came, stuck at a middling-level success just a notch above cult. In a savage irony, they succumbed to their own unique form of de-evolution, winding up as a kind of semi-popular Kiss, peddling costume rock for their fanbase of nerdish diehards. Obsessed with flashy hi-tech projections, they resorted to playing gigs to a click-track fed through headphones, in order to stay in sync with the visuals. Instead of a parody of regimentation, they became the real thing – slaves to slickness, peons in the ‘corporate feudal state’.
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