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Foreword


Mat Snow


Nick Cave: Man or Myth?


On New Year’s Eve, 1983/4, Nick Cave played the Seaview Ballroom in St Kilda, Melbourne, under the heading of that rhetorical question. The Birthday Party, of which he had been the singer and lyricist, had ceased trading six months before, and from its remnants his new, more fluid backing group the Bad Seeds would be christened five months later.


It’s a teasing self-advertisement from a man who has always had an instinct for the telling phrase.


More than that, though, it’s a family in-joke – and a message to the other side.


Seven years before, Nick Cave’s father, Colin, was killed in a car crash, the news reaching the nineteen-year-old while he was being bailed out of police custody – and not for the first time – by his mother. Father and son were at loggerheads, forever now unresolved and unreconciled. Father was a teacher, an academic, a man of high cultural seriousness, as so many Australians are, often to the amazement and mild awe of urbane Brits for whom all Aussies are Bondi Beach backpackers pulling pints in Earls Court’s Kangaroo Alley. Loggerheads for the usual reasons – the generation gap and the mismatch of paternal expectations with a son defining himself as different. The youngest of Dawn and Colin Cave’s three sons, Nick had been usurped as the baby of the family by his younger sister Julie; his new role in the sibling order would be problem child and rebel. What was he rebelling against? What have you got? How about the paradox that father chastised his third son as a rebel while devoting himself to a far greater rebel (and irritant to the police) in his paper titled ‘Ned Kelly: Man or Myth?’.


Well, dad, if only you could see me now.


Biographers are always looking for a key – actually, the key: the character, incident or relationship behind the scenes that willy-nilly shapes and directs what the star presents on the public stage, even the need to be on that stage at all.


Nick Cave seems acutely aware of the springs of his artistic self, and over the years has hardly concealed the keys that turn his clockwork. Many artists will deny such keys, even to themselves. Not Nick Cave. His life and art have long meshed. At first it was as comically self-disgusted punk star braggadocio (take the Birthday Party’s ‘Nick the Stripper’, a song presumably inspired, even sired by the Stooges’ ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’). But over the next few years a complex mechanism of personal self-exploration and revelation have, I think, found expression in a growing repertoire of musical voices and song styles. These can be summarised – deep breath – as a Baudelairean angel/whore bipolar sexual obsessiveness rendered serio-comically in the idiom of the Deep South as it might have been stylised in the music theatre of Brecht and Weill.


An extensive aside here on Nick Cave’s rock’n’roll ancestry. He has owned up to many influences, ranging from Tom Jones to Jethro Tull, Alex Harvey to Van Morrison, Johnny Cash to the Stooges. Artists never mentioned include those so audibly influential that their omission in Nick’s roll call of inspiration must be down either to amazing coincidence or else their presence hidden in the plain sight of music that everyone heard and knew – the background noise of ’70s teenhood.


First, the tense and doomy soundscape of ‘Dazed and Confused’ by Led Zeppelin, from the group’s 1969 debut album. Every teenage boy in the ’70s knew Led Zep, even if only to repudiate them. I would find it hard to believe that this supercharged chestnut of dungeon bass and teenage bedroom air-guitar in particular failed to percolate into the budding Birthday Party’s earshot.


Then, narrowing the focus of influence, the Doors. If bipolar Baudelairean sexual obsessiveness rendered in the idiom of the Deep South as it might have been stylised in the music theatre of Brecht and Weill is your bag, you could hardly avoid it in the six studio albums by the group before singer-lyricist Jim Morrison’s death in 1971. If you were a rock fan at any time from 1967 onwards, you could hardly miss The Doors. Just two of their greatest hits, ‘The End’ and ‘Riders on the Storm’, bear a striking ancestral likeness in their lyrical themes, imagery, personae, and mode of delivery, especially vocal, to such Cave classics as ‘From Her to Eternity’, ‘Tupelo’ and ‘The Good Son’.


From the same soured end of the late-’60s psychedelic spectrum, and sprung from the same high-art inclination to weave Mittel European psychodrama and rock-star narcissism into the Deep South’s landscape of the blues and the Bible, two songs performed by the Rolling Stones in 1968 stand out as building blocks: the worldwide hit single ‘Jumping Jack Flash’, whose kinship to Nick Cave’s ‘Up Jumped the Devil’ twenty years later is hard to deny, and their account of ‘The Prodigal Son’, the pre-war country blues song by the Reverend Robert Wilkins.


Which is where we came in. The parable from the Gospel according to Saint Luke is a text which, I believe, has profoundly shaped Nick Cave’s narrative of his own life; it is a mirror in which he recognises himself and finds meaning in his own story. His 1990 song ‘The Good Son’ is the murderous fantasy of the overlooked brother of the prodigal son; he is the son who has abided by his father’s commandments but goes without special reward or favour. Nick Cave tells that story in the third person. He is not the good son – but feels some sympathy. Nick Cave, I strongly suspect, prefers to cast himself as the prodigal son whose transgressions, acted out in life, are far milder than the unrealised fantasies of his right-living brother – of, indeed, all those straight arrows who nurture their dark urges in righteous repression rather than purging them when sewing their wild oats – and who returns to the fold and the fatted calf in an instance of divinelysanctioned unfairness justified by the prodigal son’s return from the near-dead.


For some sixteen years up to, and especially including, the album Murder Ballads (1996), Nick Cave entertained the most black-hearted bad-hat fantasies in his songs, provoking a debate that pitted feminists – who deplored the seeming approval visited upon the singer of ‘I stuck a six-inch gold blade inside the head of a girl’ and many more lyrics in that vein – against the libertarians of artistic license for whom publicly obsessing in dramatic monologue was to be clearly distinguished from actually preaching it as gospel. After all, did his poem ‘To My Last Duchess’ make Robert Browning a killer, and did any Victorian critic ever attempt to mount such a puritanical and preposterous argument?


Near-the-knuckle creative types in the public eye of the ’80s and ’90s, such as Nick Cave, Martin Amis and Bret Easton Ellis, were beadily scrutinised for any offences against the safety and status of women. By extension, it was implied by our guardians of public morality in the arts, such fabrications as Amis’s Keith Talent and John Self, Easton Ellis’s Patrick Bateman and any number of Cave’s first-person monsters and murderers were in themselves validations or endorsements, glorifications even, of the most pernicious behaviour. Worse still, what with the personal also being the political, they could not but gleefully endow with artistic credibility the law of the jungle extolled by the free marketeers of the Reagan-Thatcherite complex.


That satire, gallows humour and grotesquery might have had something to do with it was often overlooked by the new breed of guardians of public decency for whom the ’80s was a crisis which called for politically engaged and righteous artistic endeavour rather than nihilism and nasty games of perps-and-victims.


Add to the mix that other combustible of the ’80s (and since), the unembarrassed addiction to dangerous drugs, and you had a rock musician testing the limits of what even a great many rock fans thought a rock musician should be allowed to get away with.


In the great scheme of things, however, it was a debate which commanded far fewer column inches and less pub and dinner-party conversation than whatever it was that Madonna was up to at the time. While Nick Cave, year by year, added to his record sales and fan base, he remained a cult, and one which was commonly lumped into the Goth movement (much to Nick’s annoyance); according to his more blasé detractors, he was an arty poseur who couldn’t or wouldn’t disembark from the drunken riverboat drifting into the heart of theatrically contrived darkness because the spectacle had created for him such a viable career among impressionable kohl-eyed, black-clad teenagers. The worst thing you could possibly do was encourage Nick Cave by taking him seriously.


Suddenly, Nick himself seemed to agree. His album Murder Ballads, including the hit duet with Kylie Minogue, ‘Where the Wild Roses Grow’, is self-parody by overkill. It was as if all along Nick’s body-count of damsels done to death was nothing personal, merely a student-adept’s art-project grimoire of old-time folk and blues death songs, as executed with the flamboyant twirl of a panto villain’s moustachio in a puff of theatrical brimstone.


An exercise in style, people, a joke! Get it?


What else would you expect from a man whose name really was not only Nick but Cave, and whose snub nose, rats’-nest hair and skeletal limbs conjured to mind one of Count Dracula’s bat-daemons? (Perhaps nomenclature and physique really are destiny.)


The linguistic relish of the tale and the eye-rolling, blood-curdling conviction of its telling were always more the point than the storylines themselves. Revisiting his recorded repertoire from that perspective, such a song as ‘Mutiny in Heaven’ now jumps out as a Fabergé egg of erudite and intricately worked design whose elements – hellfire preacher, Catholic peon, ghetto junkie, sea shanty buccaneer – cartoonishly collage the cultural treasure trove of a roving mind with a flair for the exotic and the exuberance of a comedian on a roll riding his comic riffs to the brink.


Barely had Nick Cave thus repackaged himself as a parodist con brio, a sparks-flying intellectual showman with a taste for mockery and working up a naughty head of steam in the Ocker-with-attitude tradition of Barry Humphries, then sudden personal circumstance both wiped the satanic grin off his face and triggered his moment of personal redemption, whereby he fulfilled the mythic role into which he had cast himself.


The Boatman’s Call, released just a year after Murder Ballads, was Nick Cave’s first and only album of consistent high seriousness, and hit the chattering classes of Great Britain with the kind of posh-gossip back story (two failed love affairs, one with a fellow rock star, PJ Harvey, plus new fatherhood twice over by different mothers) that overnight lead to his discovery by the commissioning editors of the BBC and broadsheet newspapers as an Orpheus of broken-hearted spiritual redemption.


At last, the prodigal son had not so much found as had thrust upon him the fatted calf of fatherly approval as manifest by The Times, Radio 3 and, smack-dab in the old man’s footsteps, academic lectureship. As Nick Cave concurred with several journalists who mentioned it in those years, his dad would have been very proud. That it was his own fatherhood of two boys, with two more to follow, that triggered his return in such pomp to the fold of his upbringing’s cultural respectability, is unsurprising and human. New parenthood, especially in mature years, has a wonderful way of shedding the long half-life of adolescent rebellion and reconciling one to both one’s parental values and continuity with one’s forefathers at precisely the moment you add your own link to the great chain of being. Nick Cave had come in from the cold of his own semi-comic monstrosity, and for a while basked in the warmth of his embrace as the least likely cultural institution of the turn of the millennium.


These days, elevation to rock’s peerage of belle-lettered and bien-pensant regard is seldom revoked, and so stretches out a safety net for those who dare to undertake further artistic high-wire acts.


In the most recent years he has a different itch to scratch, one foreshadowed by a song released on the B-side of The Boatman’s Call’s spin-off single ‘Into My Arms’. Titled ‘Little Empty Boat’, this quite brilliant song speaks sadly (yet very wittily too) of impotence, both of the body and the will: even were the spirit so inclined, the flesh couldn’t manage the necessary inclination. Nick Cave was turning forty; and even if no such dispiriting event blighted the onset of the man’s middle years (and the birth of twin boys to his wife Susie Bick happily suggests otherwise), the growth of some extravagant face furniture to draw the eye south from the dwindling roof garden tells the old, old story of how we menfolk start swinging shiny medallions once the bloom of youth wears off. And artistically, he has responded just as one might have predicted: half obsessively, half comically.


‘There is something to be said for disappointing people,’ Nick Cave told Phil Sutcliffe in 2004 in a long interview included in this anthology. ‘To displease and disappoint keeps you on your toes, keeps you alive.’


Nick Cave’s recent projects seem intended to displease and disappoint or, at the very least, test the tolerance of precisely those who so recently clutched him to their bosom as the new Leonard Cohen: he is reinventing himself as a thoroughly dirty old man.


So we have his ‘hobby’ band Grinderman’s two Stooges-alike albums including the tune ‘No Pussy Blues’, and his second novel, The Death of Bunny Munro, the tale of an ageing, compulsively priapic South Coast cosmetic salesman’s descent into humiliation, hell and Hove, whose acknowledgment page finds room to render an apology to the singer Avril Lavigne, presumably for Bunny’s brief but graphic imaginative description of her vagina. Bunny, of course, is an utter loser whom you need to probe deeply for his sole redeeming feature – a genuine, albeit entirely self-centred and neglectful, love for his son.


Is Bunny a Cave alter-ego? All creative writers toy with such fantasies – do they not? – and students of Cave minutiae may note that Bunny was the name of a now deceased German secretary with whom he dallied during his Berlin sojourn. Also, Bunny’s adolescent first love, Penny Charade, takes her name from Cave’s first love. The Cave-core is teasingly invited to make as much or as little of that as we like. To quote Nick’s hero Van Morrison, it’s all in the game. The myth-maker’s wheels grind on.


And so to the man.


I first saw him as the feral farm boy singing with the Birthday Party at the Moonlight Club in Kilburn in late 1980. My old school friend Barney Hoskyns, who had just started writing for the music papers, had taken me as a matter of urgency. They were the real thing, he advised, and had to be seen to be believed. Barney was right, and any regrets I felt for having missed seeing the Stooges and the Sex Pistols were offset by the conviction that this was third time lucky.


The group’s first champion in the national music press, Barney had become a friend, one of the Birthday Party’s London circle, and, as his mate and fellow fan, I joined him as a backstage irregular and fellow traveller during Nick Cave and guitarist Rowland Howard’s pilgrimages of wee small hours after-show rest and relaxation; on one occasion, I recall, Nick set his hairdo alight when he nodded out into a candle.


In June 1983, in the interregnum between the Birthday Party’s dissolution and the Bad Seeds’ formation, Nick, his girlfriend Anita Lane and then his new best mate Blixa Bargeld became my sub-tenants for a few weeks in Tintern Street, Brixton, South London. It was a strange but perfectly amiable interlude. Nick was a hard-working, slightly aloof presence about the place, Anita a delightful kook who never seemed to get up before the six o’clock news, and Blixa an utter gentleman and ideal flatmate, though his ripped leather trousers and gumboots hardly raised the tone of the area. Chief of my memories of that time is the contents of the fridge: Nick’s jar of Haywards Piccalilli and Anita’s Dairylea cheese triangles, for which Nick was wont to chide her: ‘Your diet is so processed, Anita.’ Never mind his jar of bright yellow pickle, I chuckled inwardly to myself, what about the heroin? On that score Nick was so discreet I couldn’t swear he used during the three or so weeks he occupied the top room in my flat. Nick observed a certain old-fashioned standard of decorum in his behaviour.


Which, I suppose, is a code of etiquette I breached some two years later when, having raved to the skies about the first Bad Seeds album on the reviews pages of the New Musical Express, I mentioned in print that I found its follow-up a disappointment. What happened next is told in the fourth of the twenty features in this anthology. A few months after that feature appeared, at a Bad Seeds show at Camden’s Electric Ballroom, I bought for £1 the green flexidisc bearing the song ‘Scum’, which he’d written about me and the authoress of the third feature in this anthology, Antonella Black (née Gambotto). Hearing the record for the first time remains the most thrillingly double-edged experience of my life, and to this day never fails to horripilate the nape hairs, flush all four cheeks and send a shudder of both shame and pride yo-yoing up and down my spine. Come the time the stonemason needs the words of my epitaph to carve, ‘Scum’ is good to go.


Beyond that, the stories in this book speak for themselves. A few observations, though. In 1988, ‘Edge of Darkness’ by Jack Barron marked the lowest point in Nick Cave’s relationship with the music press. Today, Jack says that he would not take such a tack again when interviewing a using drug addict. We were all very much younger then. Barney Hoskyns was twenty-two when he wrote his first feature on the Birthday Party, Simon Reynolds just turning twenty-four when he penned his penetrating analysis of the hidden persuaders in the Cave canon, and Antonella Gambotto (under the nom de plume of Antonella Black) a mere nineteen when her brilliantly entertaining discovery that her idol had feet of clay was published. What we might sometimes have lacked in such middle-aged virtues as moderation or proportion we more than made up for in our absolute intellectual, emotional and moral engagement with the music we loved.


Second, one might note how well, from 1997, the year of The Boatman’s Call, Nick Cave responds to female journalists. It was a two-way street: female journalists now wanted to talk to him, whereas before many were put off by the consistent misogyny of his lyrics – as distinguishable from equal-opportunity misanthropy – and that, moreover, he appeared to occupy a heavy scene of self-medicating blokes where heroines counted for less than heroin.


Third, though one doesn’t have to be female to get a good interview out of Nick Cave, being a diligent journalist whose curiosity manifestly springs from the work rather than the myth grants the man as well as the artist a respect to which he tends to respond positively. For fans who share the deepest interest in Nick Cave’s work and how it arises from his life, particularly valuable in this collection are the interviews he gave Debbie Kruger and Phil Sutcliffe. I hope that readers will share my fascination with the back and forth of Nick’s many hours under the Sutcliffe grill; some of this is the kind of stuff commonly edited out of magazines and newspapers for space reasons and to spare the patience of less committed readers. I have removed only one passage, which Nick clearly felt uncomfortable revealing because it might expose him to a slight legal risk. Otherwise, I have done no more than tidy up loose ends and dead ends, meanderings and repetitions; what you read is Nick Cave in the conversational raw.


Nor have I removed assertions of the Nick Cave myth which I know to have little foundation in reality. That Nick Cave didn’t care to be reminded by Ginny Dougary of the time he wrote lyrics with a bloody syringe while travelling on the London Underground may have something to do with the fact, as I am reliably assured, that it never happened.


I have otherwise sought to edit this anthology with a light touch. Those who take the trouble to compare these republications with the originals in yellowing press cuttings may note that some lyrics by other songwriters have been removed where they are quoted for dramatic colour rather than as grist to the critical mill; this is simply a legal precaution lest music publishers, who happily turned a blind eye to such irregular practices at the time of a text’s original publication, now start playing it exorbitantly by the book.


Finally, when I was commissioned to edit this anthology in 2009, I had hoped to express in this foreword a remark or two about what a pleasant surprise it is to find that every journalist who had interviewed Nick Cave in this anthology is still around to read their work reprinted as much as thirty years later; after all, such has been nature of the man and his milieu that some of us, especially in the ’80s, have been moths flitting perilously close to the flame. Sadly, though, as the first draft of this anthology went to the publisher, Robert Sandall, who wrote the typically elegant and incisive cover story for the debut issue of Word magazine in 2003, succumbed to the cancer from which he had been suffering for several years. I dedicate this foreword to his memory.


Mat Snow
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Nick Cave onstage with the Birthday Party at the Ace Theatre in Brixton, London, 25 November 1982.





 



A Boy Next Door


Michel Faber


In February 2001, I was launching the Slovak translation of one of my books in a bookstore in Bratislava. I noticed that on an adjacent table there lay a Czech edition of Nick Cave’s novel, And the Ass Saw the Angel, suspiciously thinner than the original text, but packaged in a sublime expressionist cover that put the British version to shame. As I stood there, turning the book over in my hands, I was struck by the oddness of Nick Cave and me both having become novelists, our books translated into languages neither of us understand, meeting here on a trestle table in Eastern Europe.


But we’d met once before, face-to-face, when I was nineteen and he was twenty-one. He wasn’t a novelist then. He was the singer in a New Wave combo called the Boys Next Door, and I wrote reviews for Farrago, Melbourne University’s student magazine. Nick was by this time already finished with tertiary education, or it had finished with him. His deliberately sleazy paintings, crowded with penises and grotesque voyeurs, had fulfilled their function of antagonising a female tutor at Caulfield Technical College, but failed to impress the examiners, and he’d been shown the door. His obsessions with religion, redemption and the power of the word had yet to find their outlet; he was, to the outside observer, yet another would-be pop star hungry for exposure.


By 1979, Nick and his fellow Boys Next Door were still cherishing some hope of a commercial breakthrough. A succession of amateur managers and record company shysters had assured them that they would be massive. British punk bands like the Jam and the Stranglers had stormed the charts overseas. Could it happen down under? If so, the Boys Next Door didn’t want it to happen to one of the rival Melbourne bands that they despised.


Unfortunately, the music scene in Australia was even sleepier than Britain’s. Punk had made little impact on the mainstream, and such groups as the Boys Next Door were considered, by the public and the music press alike, ephemeral distractions from more essential questions, like ‘Is Eric Clapton still God?’, ‘Can Rod Stewart ever recapture former glories?’ and ‘Will The Beatles get back together?’


As far as Australia’s reputation in the worldwide musical arena was concerned, all hope was pinned on MOR soul singers like Renée Geyer, Marcia Hines and Billy Thorpe. Fleetwood Mac reigned supreme, and an astonishing one in four homes owned a copy of Neil Diamond’s Hot August Night.


These were not the only reasons why the Boys Next Door’s exodus to England was inevitable. Melbourne, in 1979, was a city whose centre was roughly a mile square. Surrounding this modest metropolis were endless acres of suburbia characterised by eucalyptus trees, milk bars, carpet emporiums, scout halls and local chapters of the Returned Servicemen’s League. Music venues where anything more radical than Doobie Brothers covers, heavy rock or blues could feasibly be attempted were few. When Nick Cave, in the interview that follows, refers to an audience of ‘Homesglen skinheads’, he doesn’t mean skinheads in the British sense. He means denizens of a suburban wasteland of shopping centres and barbecues, the natural fans not of ska but of Suzi Quatro.


I grew up in just such a suburb, twenty miles out of Melbourne. My ignorance of city nightlife was total; I was too poor, too studious and too antisocial to go and see bands play live. Occasionally, walking from the railway station to the university, I would catch sight of crudely printed flyers sellotaped to lamp-posts, but I ignored these invitations to join a counterculture that was incompatible with writing essays on Dickens. Apart from the groups who performed free on campus at lunchtimes, David Bowie and Jethro Tull were the only rock acts I had seen play by the time I interviewed the Boys Next Door.


To help me prepare for my assignment, I was given a copy of the group’s debut LP, Door, Door. Their record company, Mushroom, was the largest independent in Australia, with success stories including Skyhooks and Split Enz. Virtually anybody who was anybody in the blues, folk, glam or progressive rock scene ended up on Mushroom, which was run by an old-school rock promoter called Michael Gudinski. Punk meant little in his hirsute, reefer-fogged world.


Nevertheless, a junior Mushroom employee called Michelle recommended the Boys Next Door album with great enthusiasm, and gave me the phone number of Nick Cave’s mum, in case I needed to contact him at home. The dire poverty Nick would experience in a London squat, hand-to-mouth with other scabrous expatriates, was still in the unimaginable future; right now, he was living in a large house owned by his mother, a librarian. In this, he was no different from many Australian punks. The spiky-haired chap who presented the punk show on Radio 2 PBS-FM lived in a mansion in Toorak, Melbourne’s answer to Sloane Square.


At home in my brick bungalow in Bayswater, I played Door, Door dutifully, many times. Then, as now, I had eclectic tastes, favouring any unusual band who made their own rules – Kraftwerk, Pere Ubu, King Crimson, Neu, Yes, Throbbing Gristle. The only thing I disliked was mediocrity – which the sanitised punk-pop of the Boys Next Door struck me as being. Side one of the album, recorded in June 1978 and produced by Les Karsky, was a string of short, humdrum rock’n’ roll songs written by Nick; side two, recorded in January 1979 and produced by the band in collaboration with Tony Cohen, was mainly written by new recruit Rowland Howard. Nick’s sole contribution to the recent material was ‘Dive Position’, an exercise in glam archness reminiscent of Steve Harley & Cockney Rebel. Rowland’s pieces were all stolid, multi-layered affairs that resembled Magazine or Television at their most pretentious. ‘Shivers’, a paean to romantic insincerity, had been a staple of his previous outfit the Young Charlatans.


I wondered if it would break Michelle’s heart if I told her that I wasn’t overly impressed with her favourite band.


At the Farrago office, opinion of the Boys Next Door was low. The editor, who looked like a stunted fifth member of Status Quo, informed me that Nick Cave had been educated at the posh Caulfield Grammar School, that the group were talentless poseurs and bandwagon-jumpers. This drawled tirade was interrupted by the arrival of the first Boy Next Door – Phill Calvert, a smiling, affable lad who did indeed look like someone who might run errands for grateful elderly neighbours.


‘The others are always late,’ he explained, and immediately seized upon an acoustic guitar that was lying around the office. After some tuneless doodling, he picked out a hackneyed riff worthy of Chuck Berry.


‘Brilliant,’ I commented sarcastically.


‘It’s a new song we’ve written,’ he smirked.


Phill was keen to chat. The most industry-savvy member of the group, he was already demonstrating the impatience for commercial success that he would eventually find (albeit fleetingly) as drummer for the Psychedelic Furs. Before the tape recorder was even switched on, he’d told me excitedly that the group was going to England later in the year.


Nick Cave and Rowland Howard arrived together, apologising for being late. The other members, Tracey Pew and Mick Harvey, couldn’t make it. This was just as well: there was only room on the Farrago couch for three boys sitting hip to hip.


Although biographies like Ian Johnston’s Bad Seed emphasise that Cave had been a compulsive boozer since the age of twelve, and that by the age of twenty he was using hard drugs, the Nick Cave I met was a fresh-faced, fairly healthy-looking young man. His hair was washed and fluffy, he wore a schoolboy-ish shirt and a stylish jacket; indeed, neither he nor Phill Calvert would have looked out of place in an early line-up of Duran Duran. Within a couple of years, Nick’s appearance would undergo an alarming metamorphosis and his visage would loom out of the British music papers like a public health warning – a puffy, pock-cheeked, swollen-lidded Halloween pumpkin with a shock of greasy black hair. On the day we met, adolescent resilience and the comforts of home were still holding him back from the leap into Hell. Seated side by side on the couch, Nicholas Edward Cave and his fellow Boys Next Door were on their best behaviour.


I began by asking:


Why are the band called the Boys Next Door? Is it ironic or is genuinely how you see yourselves in relation to your audience?


NICK: No, we’re intending to change it very soon.


Was it forced upon you?


NICK: No, we just thought of it years ago and we’ve regretted it ever since.


What was the thought behind it when you made it up?


ROWLAND: Oh, you know, we were just the clean-cut, normal looking boy-next-door people.


NICK: It was a reaction against the names that were going around at the time. The more vulgar names. [Nick probably had British bands in mind here, such as Slaughter and the Dogs, the Buzzcocks and of course the Sex Pistols. The only Australian contender for a vulgarly-named punk band I can think of pre-1978 is Johnny Dole & the Scabs. Splendid examples like Thrush & the Cunts and the Slugfuckers were yet to, erm, come.]


So it was ironic?


NICK: Yes, at the time, but it’s lost all meaning now.


Someone told me that you started off as the archetypal spitting, jumping-around punk band. Would you agree with that?


NICK: No. For a start we always admitted that we were, um . . . in the days when it was a problem whether you had ‘credibility’ and whether you were poor or not, we were always . . .


PHILL: . . . delighted by the fact that you were middle-class.


NICK: . . . the first to say that we weren’t, and that we were educated properly, et cetera.


Someone said to me earlier, ‘Ask them about their public school background.’


NICK: Yeah . . . People still whisper behind their hands: ‘They’ve come from public school, you know,’ as if we care. But . . . we were a lot wilder in the early days. But so was our music.


PHILL: But we weren’t covered in chains . . . I don’t think Nick ever gobbed on the audience.


NICK: I did, at the first gig we ever played. All these skinheads – Homesglen skinheads – were screaming at us, ‘Punks!’ and stuff like that. And it suddenly occurred to me that we were punks, because everyone said we were. So I just sort of thought, ‘What things do punks do? Will I fart, shit, gob, spit or whatever?’ So I spat, and consequently got beaten to a pulp.


PHILL: Ah, that’s right, yeah: that was wonderful. It just dissolved into one huge fight.


Do you see yourselves as moving away from basic rock’n’roll?


NICK: I think we’ve already moved away from it.


The thing that bothered me most about the LP was the gulf between the two halves. There’s such a vast difference between the material on the first side and the material on the second.


NICK: There’s about a year’s difference.


Well, it’s six months in the recording, but I suppose the songs were written longer apart.


PHILL: Yeah.


ROWLAND: It’s more than six months, isn’t it?


PHILL: No, not between recording, no.


It’s seven months between recording. How far apart were the songs written?


PHILL: Well, a lot of the songs on the first side had been in our repertoire for quite a time before we recorded them. Same with the second side, actually.


ROWLAND: Oh, not really.


PHILL: Not as drastic a difference.


ROWLAND: When we recorded the songs on the second side we were quite enthused; they were fairly new still.


NICK: The first side is basically a rock’n’roll sort of record, and the second side is far more adventurous. But the new material that we’ve since written is a step away again.


So the implication of putting it on the first side is to say, ‘Right, that’s left behind.’


NICK, ROWLAND, PHILL: Yeah, yeah.


ROWLAND: It would have been ludicrous to mix the tracks up.


Would you have liked to re-do them, though?


PHILL: Oh yeah.


ROWLAND: Well, if we’d had the chance we wouldn’t have re-done the tracks; we’d probably have done more new ones.


I suppose that’s beyond your control.


PHILL: Well, it was at the time. See, that whole first side was part of an entire album. And we picked those tracks from that album and then recorded the second side in January. ’Cause Gudinski was going to release the album in its old format, which was done with four members prior to Rowland joining. When Gudinski said he wanted to release it, we said, ‘No, no, we’ve gotta do more recording ’cause it’s not a fair representation of us as we are now.’


So Door, Door was a compromise.


PHILL: Yeah.


NICK: It still isn’t –


PHILL: – it still isn’t a fair representation now, ’cause since it’s come out, the band’s different again.


NICK: But I’m sure that happens with everybody.


Nick, are you still writing basic rock’n’roll songs or is it just –


NICK, ROWLAND, PHILL: No! No!


Because the way the album’s put together, it comes across that Nick Cave’s the rock’n’roller on the first side, you know. [Mocking laughter from Phill and Rowland]


NICK: Well, that’s unfortunate, but it’s only because Nick Cave wrote those songs over a year ago, or a year ago, and I didn’t really get much of a chance to show the newer songs that I’d written because we wanted Rowland to have songs on the album that he’d written.


ROWLAND: But also you only had two new songs.


NICK: [sheepishly] Yeah, that’s true. [Phill laughs] I went through a dry spell. You’re not supposed to say this, they’ll think we’re bastards. [Rowland and Phill both laughing]


I found the first side very disappointing. Except for ‘Friends of My World’, which I thought had a bit more going for it.


PHILL: There’s some really crass synthesiser on that.


Those session musicians, were they your idea?


PHILL: They were all our friends!


ROWLAND: Who did they [i.e. Mushroom Records] want to have playing on the first album?


NICK: Mal Logan [veteran of the Australian R&B scene, who by 1979 was playing keyboards for the execrable Little River Band].


PHILL: Mal Logan . . . And they wanted Wilbur Wilde and Joe Camilleri on sax.


Oh God . . . [Wilbur Wilde, latterly a producer of commercials, was the mainstay of nostalgia act Ol’ 55, as well as a session player for the likes of Roy Orbison. Joe Camilleri was the leader of Jo Jo Zep & the Falcons, whose name speaks for itself.]


PHILL: I mean, Wilbur’s a great sax player, but not for us.


NICK: We spent about half of our studio time arguing with the producer that we refused to have this person . . .


PHILL: [contemptuous] – Mal Logan –


NICK: . . . Mal Logan on our record.


PHILL: And also Karsky kept rushing into the studio with guitars going, ‘I’ve got a great bit for here!’ and we’re going, ‘No you haven’t.’


NICK: He was incidentally responsible for the really pompous backing vocals, the harmony. That’s all him, you know.


PHILL: It’s his singing, too.


The second side is pretty well produced.


PHILL: Yeah! It’s not bad, is it?


Let’s talk about the individual songs a bit. On ‘Shivers’, there are lots of Frippish things. You know, like two notes going on and on like a police siren and similar sorts of textures to what Fripp uses.


NICK: Yeah, I think there were vague influences there . . .


ROWLAND: [dubiously] Yeah . . .


You don’t consider yourself very influenced by Fripp?


ROWLAND: Um, yeah, I would admit that that does sound rather like Fripp. That’s not typical of my guitar playing.


What sort of music did each of you grow up on?


PHILL: Nursery rhymes.


None of the currently hip things like the New York Dolls and the MC5?


ROWLAND: The New York Dolls are wonderful. In their place. I really enjoyed them when their first album came out, but there’s no way it had any influence on me.


What did influence you?


ROWLAND: Oh well, there’s really obvious people like Bowie, Roxy Music and Eno and things like that, and more recently people like Pere Ubu and the Pop Group.


That doesn’t really come over on the album, Pere Ubu and the Pop Group.


ROWLAND: Oh no. In a way, that’s one thing we really hate about the second side of the album, is that it’s so contrived and organised.


NICK: And consequently the music that we’re writing now isn’t. That’s why the demos will be so much different. We’ll be treating them in a different way.


That sort of roughness that Pere Ubu get.


NICK: Yes, just the sort of real spontaneous sound that they get. And things like they start themes off at the beginning and never bother to end them. And just a real wit about their music.


What sort of things are you progressing into for the next album?


PHILL: Well, the next album’s a long way off. So I’d say . . . What’ll happen is, before we go away to England we’re doing some demos, which’ll probably – which might be this weekend, fellas!


NICK: Might they?


PHILL: Might be, yeah. I’ll find out from Keith [Glass, their then-manager] this afternoon. We’re doing some demos of recent material to take to England with us. And what we’re going to do is, we’ll give the stereo master to Gudinski and try to convince him to release an EP prior to us going away, you know. Of say three or four tracks, so that people can have a more recent piece of music from the Boys Next Door. [In fact, the mutual disaffection between Gudinski and his protégés led to a split from Mushroom shortly after this interview, and the EP surfaced much later on Keith Glass’s own Missing Link label.]


NICK: Those songs will be far less clinical. The way that the second side of Door, Door was recorded is a very clean sound, very contrived. The way we’ll do these ones is just a real spontaneous sort of thing. With each song I’ve been writing, the lyrics are becoming more and more meaningless. The main reason for that is that I don’t think anyone ever really draws anything from lyrics anyway. Only that they like them. I don’t think lyrics ever affect people in any way or affect their lives.


Do you take much interest in experimental music, like [Cornelius] Cardew’s Scratch Orchestra or Throbbing Gristle?


NICK: Um . . . I like Throbbing Gristle’s stuff. You don’t, do you, Rowland? [Rowland looks unconvinced]


PHILL: I really like people who use natural sounds like breaking things and banging things against other things.


There’s nothing like that on the album.


NICK: I don’t think anything we’ve been talking about that we’d like to do is –


PHILL: – related to the record at all!


At this juncture, Bernard, Farrago’s photographer, suggested we go out and take some photos. The Boys were undecided, partly because ‘There’s only three of us here’, and partly because ‘We really like doing interviews’. It was agreed that we would take the snaps, then come back to the office and carry on with the interview. Phill Calvert made it clear that he could talk about the group all day. So few publications were interested in the Boys Next Door that this feature in Farrago, read by scores or maybe even hundreds of potential fans, was a golden opportunity.


Photographer Bernard, looking mightily impressive with his SLR camera (although the eventual pictures would be feeble) shepherded the boys into the Rowden White Library, a large recreation room. Here, thirty-five airline-type seats, each equipped with a pair of headphones, piped a choice of music into the ears of shaggy-haired students. The library had a surreal atmosphere, created by a herd of post-adolescents singing tunelessly along with different records that were playing into their headphones, or drumming on their knees. Nick, for all his reputed exhibitionism, was reluctant when asked to pose in their midst. The prospect of being stared at by thirty-five teenagers groaning along with the Eagles, Bob Dylan and Elvis Costello didn’t appeal. Instead, the Boys Next Door ended up posing behind a magazine rack, awkwardly pretending to peruse old copies of Rolling Stone.


Back in the Farrago office, the boys were relieved to get back to serious business. Mindful of their unease at the photo session, I asked:


How does your record company try to market you now?


NICK: I don’t think they’ve tried at all really. At least, the Mushroom people haven’t done any promotion whatsoever, as far as I can see. Except for things like that . . . [points to the promo picture conspicuously pinned to the Farrago office door] But they haven’t gone out of their way to promote us. They still think that we’re a novelty act, that not many people are going to like us.


So Mushroom doesn’t have any consciousness of the potential for New Wave bands?


NICK: No, no, not at all. If we were Plastic Bertrand [cartoon French punk who had a minor hit with the Ramones-like ‘Ca Plane Pour Moi’] they might like us, but he doesn’t like us the way we are – that’s Gudinski.


PHILL: There’s just one person in the whole of the Mushroom building who thinks we’re good. And that’s, um . . .


Michelle.


PHILL: Michelle, yeah. She likes us. [laughs]


MF: Would you appear on Countdown if you were asked? [Countdown was Australia’s equivalent of Top of the Pops, with a comparable air of artificial unreality.]


PHILL: [laughs] We’re going to, soon.


NICK: I don’t see why not.


ROWLAND: I mean, it’s communication. We’ve got to try to communicate with as many people as possible and Countdown is the obvious medium. As much of a compromise as it may be.


PHILL: I don’t consider it a sell-out.


Is it possible to play live on Countdown?


PHILL: No.


NICK: No.


PHILL: No one does it.


BERNARD: It takes an hour to do soundchecks and such.


PHILL: An hour? It’d take them all day! The way they run that show, there’s so many dress rehearsals and Christ knows what . . . And all the miking up: they’d have to set aside a whole separate area.


BERNARD: And they’ve got a few bands to get through.


PHILL: Yeah. People used to sing vocals live, but the only people who did that were . . . Well, Marc Hunter [lead singer of pop band Dragon] did it and I can’t think of anyone else.


ROWLAND: People that generally don’t care.


PHILL: Yeah.


ROWLAND: Chris Bailey . . .


BERNARD: And apparently they play the backing track at such a low level that it’s hard to hear.


PHILL: Oh, it’s ridiculous, it really is. We’ve done it once before.


NICK: We have been on Countdown once, a long time ago. It was disastrous.


PHILL: Probably will be this time, too.


How long ago was that?


NICK: Oh, at the same time as the single, ‘Boots’. We did that. I mean, the volume they played it at . . .


PHILL: Like, you’ve got a drum set going onstage; that drowns most of it out anyway. You’ve got to hit it to look vaguely convincing.


So, what’s the single you’ll be promoting?


PHILL: ‘Shivers’.


That’s doomed.


PHILL: I don’t think so. There’s lots of long songs on the radio at the moment.


No, not so much because it’s long, but because of what it is.


PHILL: I think it’s really catchy as buggery.


It depends. John Cale’s catchy as buggery too, but no one’s ever going to play him.


NICK: I know what Phill’s saying but I don’t think anyone thinks it’s going to be a hit. I think we’re doing Countdown next week, are we?


PHILL: It should be this Saturday.


NICK: But we can’t submit a film clip. They don’t have film clips of Australian bands unless you appear once live and it takes off, and then you’re allowed to submit a film clip. So we’ll have to stand there with those mindless idiot cameramen . . .


ROWLAND: . . . zooming in on the fingers on the guitar neck.


NICK: There’s no way you can get any emotion across and do a convincing show on Countdown with their cameramen.


PHILL: We did a really good film clip for ‘Boots Are Made for Walking’ which if they had’ve put that on, the record would’ve sold a lot more copies. We spent a lot of money on it, but they just didn’t want it. It’s sitting around someone’s studio somewhere.


When you play a song like ‘Shivers’ onstage, do you change the dynamics? Like, ‘We can’t afford to let the audience get bored, so we’ll put a guitar solo at the end . . .’


NICK, PHILL, ROWLAND: Oh, no no. God no.


NICK: I think they’d be more bored if we did. [laughter]


ROWLAND: [mockingly] Hey, we could have a big build-up at the end and make it go faster and play a really fast soaring guitar solo, like Jab did with ‘The Hospital’.


PHILL: Oh, yeah . . .


Doesn’t everybody do that?


PHILL: We don’t.


NICK: Anyway, ‘Shivers’ generally is never boring. It always goes over really well when we play it. People always shout out for it.


Everywhere you play?


ROWLAND: It goes over best in the outer suburbs. Much better than most of our other songs, usually.


NICK: It’s only because it has all this mock emotion, you know; clenching the heart and stuff like that . . .


PHILL: Hand motions, you know.


NICK: . . . which for some reason people seem to like.


ROWLAND: And also we’re not making a tremendous amount of noise which they object to most of the time because they can’t talk, so when we allow them to talk to their friends [laughter] they clap us for it.


PHILL: A lot of our audience, the new material, the stuff that we’re enjoying playing more, they don’t react to as well. They like the real headbanging stuff. A lot of people like to go out and get drunk and watch the Boys Next Door jump around, and stuff like that.


ROWLAND: And shout out for ‘Boy Hero’.


What’s ‘Boy Hero’?


PHILL: It’s on Lethal Weapons. It’s the B-side of the [‘Boots’] single.


ROWLAND: It’s just a sort of medium-paced rock’n’roll song, and it’s fairly catchy.


NICK: We’ve played it at practically every performance we’ve ever done.


ROWLAND: That’s an example of where people just tolerate our newer songs, sort of thinking, ‘Okay, I’ll let them fuck around with this,’ but they think that the real highpoint of the gig is the songs we did years ago . . .


Like people sitting through King Crimson concerts and hating the whole experience but just holding out for –


PHILL, ROWLAND, MICHEL: ‘21st Century Schizoid Man’.


PHILL: [laughing] Yeah, true.


NICK: But we don’t compromise the organisation of our sets for that either. You know, we don’t end the set with a whole lot of oldies – which I think Keith, our manager, is wanting us to do more. To have a lot of fast, headbanging songs at the end so that they . . .


It’s the rock’n’roll thing to do, isn’t it?


NICK: Actually we organised it a bit like that the last time we played, and the audience went really crazy at the end of the night, only because we had four oldies.


ROWLAND: Except that it was totally unsatisfactory because you knew they only did it because of the four songs at the end. You could see the little lights appear in their eyes as you launched into ‘Boy Hero’. [laughter] It was truly disgusting and I would rather have gone down really awfully, because I didn’t want to go down well for the four old songs, I wanted to go down well for the new songs.


What sorts of things do you do usually, when you play live?


NICK: [mock offence] You’re interviewing us and you’ve never even seen us?


FARRAGO EDITOR: I saw you once, a long time ago. At Swinburne [College].


PHILL: [ruefully] That long ago? Remember that night, Nick?


NICK: No.


PHILL: Swinburne, with the Negatives – oh no, what were they called then? – the Reals. And the Babeez.


NICK: Oh, the first night! Oh yeah, that was great, that. Fantastic. [Phill giggling hysterically] We did twenty-minute ‘Louie Louie’’s and –


PHILL: ‘Gloria’.


NICK: Yeah, a really grotty perversion of that. [remembering the original question] Um . . . I don’t know how to describe what we do onstage.


ROWLAND: What we’re wearing in this photo [indicates promo picture] is what we look like onstage generally.


Hmm. Vague overtones of Split Enz there which I’m not sure I like.


PHILL: That’s vague overtones of a very wide angle lens.


ROWLAND: People call me ‘Split Enz’ when I walk down the street dressed like this. I’m sorry, I can’t help my funny nose, or whatever it is.


PHILL: Ha, Noel! [he’s suggesting that Rowland looks like Noel Crombie, the geeky, pointy-nosed percussionist of Split Enz] That’s just a wide angle lens that makes us look like we’ve got funny heads.


We’re descending into trivia now, so we might as well call it a day, okay?


And that was that. the Boys Next Door said cheerio, and I hurried to a tutorial on medieval poetry. Later, in my suburban bedroom, with the Mahavishnu Orchestra or Tangerine Dream no doubt playing in the background, I transcribed the interview.


Although I didn’t say so, I was pretty sure that the Boys Next Door would betray their brave declarations of experimentalism, and sell out to the record industry. Still fresh in my mind was the disappointment I’d felt with David Bowie the year before. The Thin White Bullshit-Artist had told awestruck Australian journalists that he was considering touring Oz with a repertoire of half-written songs, to be improvised to completion live onstage. Such risk-taking would take the boredom out of the rock’n’roll charade, he said. Of course, when I trotted along to the Bowie concert, it was a predictable trawl through the hits, with not a note out of place.


Talk, I realised, was cheap. Each week, New Musical Express was full of pretentious New Wave bands who namechecked the gods of the avant-garde but failed to deliver anything remotely challenging. The Boys Next Door, I suspected, would do whatever they felt was necessary to succeed in the marketplace, and would either hit commercial paydirt or quit in disgruntlement to become furniture removalists.


By the following year, I realised I was wrong. The Hee Haw EP was released while the Boys Next Door were away in London, already mutating into the Birthday Party. The music was everything they’d promised it would be, and more. Countdown was a distant memory, ‘Blast Off’ was just around the corner.


By 1983, when I attended one of The Birthday Party’s final performances, they had amassed an extraordinary body of work, frenzied, unsettling and exhilarating. At that gig, the forward surge of the crowd pushed me up onto the stage, and I spent most of the set squatting in front of Tracey Pew’s leather-clad legs. Phill Calvert was long gone, Mick Harvey had jumped the sinking ship and been replaced by a worried-looking Des Hefner. Every time Nick Cave fell down – which was frequently – a shudder would pass through the wooden boards. Rowland Howard, seething with disdain, kicked Cave in the ribs and yelled ‘Get up, ya cunt!’ The boyish solidarity the group had shown four years before had fizzled out like a firework.


Throughout that gruelling and humiliating gig, Cave looked like a corpse reanimated with thousand-volt shocks. If someone had predicted that he would one day publish a fine literary novel, and croon piano ballads like ‘Into My Arms’ to a hushed audience at the Barbican, I would have laughed. Once a man has landed in Hell, I would have said, there’s no returning.


But of course, there is.


Michel Faber, Rock’s Backpages, August 2002
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Nick Cave onstage with the Birthday Party at the Ace Theatre in Brixton, London, 25 November 1982.





 



Sometimes Pleasure Heads Must Burn — A Manhattan Melodrama


Barney Hoskyns


It’s a chill, exposed night in New York City. The East Coast has only just recovered from a week of torrential rains, and winds sweeping up the island’s avenue from Battery Park to Harlem threaten more.


But the show must go on, and at a swanky rock disco in Union Square it’s only just beginning. Strutting their stuff to English imports like Duran Duran’s ‘Planet Earth’ and Way of the West’s ‘Don’t Say That’s Just for White Boys’ are second division preppies and neatly-pressed executives from New Jersey. They are trying to get their dates drunk.


The night is flowing by pretty amorphously when suddenly, at one o’clock, the lights on the Underground’s floor scatter back to their source and the sound dies. Everyone looks round, seeking the cause of this unwelcome interruption. Instantly their faces drop in disbelief, for onto the stage are climbing five . . . five . . . but words just give way to alarmed grimaces. Let’s just say five very undesirable aliens.


One, festooned in split-crotch gold lamé drainpipes, his bruised, labial features twitching through black flames of hair, appears to be the singer. Another, busy strapping on a bass guitar like a giant dildo, sports a fishnet vest, a Stetson, and the sort of moustache you might cultivate if you were shaping up to hustle some meat on gay Christopher Street. Perhaps most disturbing of all, a kind of gangling, psychotic hillbilly, squeezed into a ridiculous suit out of some garment district garbage can, is fastening on a guitar like he was about to run through a rehearsal for The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.


Hyperboles aside, it’s not quite what the management was expecting. Hell, they haven’t even played a note and already half the crowd is filing out. A single drumbeat portends ill, and next moment all the worst premonitions are justified. Cranking out of the guitar amps comes this murderous death-rattle, like the gaze of Medusa freezing in their steps the few foolhardy adventurers who dare to look. The bass, lurching obscenely into the foray, scrapes and shunts in subterranean seizures. St Vitus’s Dance here we come!
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