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            INTRODUCTION: WOMEN ARE BORN CULTURAL ARCHAEOLOGISTS

         

         Women are born cultural archaeologists, forced to mine for evidence of our histories in a vast expanse of male-dominated and male-curated media. I am a punk and a hustler at heart, but as I’ve aged and stumbled into the academic world by way of oral history, I’ve become aware of historical gender discrepancies and the seeming deliberateness with which certain voices—black voices, brown voices, queer voices, indigenous voices—are muzzled and made illegible in rock history and scholarship. While racism and homophobia continue to silence these voices, the subject of this book is a white, heterosexual woman from London. No matter how arbitrary it may seem, especially in this post-gender age, gender continues to be used as a tool to build a revisionist history that excludes women. It has been weaponized to validate the masculine and invalidate the feminine. Rock history falls into the same trap as other histories, placing emphasis on “valid,” quantifiable historical evidence and dismissing memory, memoir, biography, and experiential history as both frivolous and dangerous to the canon. Memory is the Yoko Ono of scholarship.

         As a closeted teenage homosexual, I spent a lot of time alone in my room, avoiding high school boys and their aggressive penises, playing music, drawing, adventuring in a homemade spy belt, and recording music videos and live performances on VHS tape—before the dawn of the internet and when MTV still lived up to its name. I collected rock music encyclopedias, memoirs, and autobiographies. When I managed to get a ride to the mall, I visited the bookstore first and ordered obscure music books about female artists to the frustration of the geriatric staff. My family acquired AOL dial-up internet when I was seventeen, which facilitated my obsessive detective work. I did not know who Marianne Faithfull was until November 6, 1997, when I saw her perform on Saturday Night Live with Metallica. I recognized her image, of course, since her legacy is often relegated to the confines of the 60s blonde bombshell, but I hadn’t been properly introduced to the history behind that image, and I’m still resentful about it. Metallica performed “The Memory Remains,” the first single from the album Reload. I wasn’t a huge fan of Metallica—I associated them with my hypermasculine, cock-rocking high school peers—but I was drawn to the beautiful older woman in a black suit, stage left, who periodically “la la’ed” into her microphone. She was enigmatic, seemed important, and had great hair. Consequently, Reload was the first Metallica album I ever purchased. 

         Marianne Faithfull rose to fame, accidentally, during the dawn of the media age in 1960s London, on the arm of Mick Jagger. However short-lived the relationship, it has become a defining characteristic of her image and her legacy. She has been a lot of things: a virgin, a celebrity, a model, a singer, an actress, a mother, a groupie, a girlfriend, a wife, a whore, and an addict. But, unlike other women who were attached to prominent men and vilified in the press (ahem, Yoko, Courtney), Marianne engineered a successful comeback and she did so out of the rubble of heroin addiction and abject humiliation. Her addiction helped extricate her from pop stardom and the shadow of the Rolling Stones. She has released music consistently, I would argue prolifically, since 1979, reinventing herself as a serious artist and chanteuse. Hers is a story of redemption not often granted to women in the industry.

         This redemption is not easy to pinpoint, though, because it cannot be narrowed down to a single moment. Some would argue that Broken English was it, but she hadn’t yet achieved sobriety. I would argue her redemption is more complicated than any single moment, that in truth, it is a series of personal events and releases culminating in an ever-expanding catalogue of interesting work and a personal history unparalleled in rock music.

         Faithfull’s good looks were the catalyst that launched her career. She was one of the first female singers to make a mark during the British Invasion with hits like “As Tears Go By,” “Yesterday,” “Come and Stay with Me,” and “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue.” She was a celebrity before she was a bona fide artist, and her relationship with Jagger, unapologetic sexual exploits, and drug use made her a polarizing figure at the end of the 1960s when Cold War propaganda and anti-communist sentiment acted as an antidote to the freedoms purported by Swinging Sixties culture. She spent much of the 1970s battling heroin addiction and the mythology that had grown around her and reemerged in 1979 with Broken English, a cult classic and her official comeback. She released consecutive albums in the 1980s, experimenting with different styles and genres, effectively distancing herself from the singular 1960s folk/pop princess image, and reinventing herself as a torch singer with substance and depth. In the 1990s and 2000s, collaborations with a younger generation of rock royalty—Nick Cave, Warren Ellis, PJ Harvey, Cat Power, Beck, Anna Calvi, and Mark Lanegan, among others—proved both her relevancy as an artist and her indisputable gifts as a songwriter and collaborator. Negative Capability, released in November 2018, is her most personal album to date, dealing with themes of love, loss, loneliness, and terrorism. She remains attuned to contemporary culture, more than fifty years after she entered the music industry, a feat not often accomplished by women in their mid-seventies.

         I got into Marianne Faithfull much too late, but once I found her, I fell in love. I am an addict through and through and so I am a glutton for pleasure. Marianne Faithfull’s music is a pleasure, and I want to write about that. She has been the soundtrack for much of my sober, out and proud adult life; her life, lyrics, and artistry a blueprint for living fearlessly and authentically. As an academic, I feel a duty to remain cold, distant, and objective. To unnecessarily complicate simple facts or experiential truths. But I am a fan above all else, and so my interest in Marianne Faithfull’s astrological signs and planetary placements is scholarly by proxy. I want to write what I genuinely care about with the confidence of a mediocre white man, but armed with the knowledge to back up my convictions, with a genuine self-awareness, and, hopefully, with none of the self-delusion.

         In 1995, Faithfull recorded A Secret Life, a rock album that incorporated classical and blues music. She collaborated with Twin Peaks composer Angelo Badalamenti, who, from working with David Lynch, had developed a particular approach. According to Marianne, he insisted on “Fragments, fragments, fragments!” while she preferred to shape and refine a whole song or story over time.1 In true Badalamenti fashion, I have compiled a book of fragments, detailing the most pertinent aspects of Marianne Faithfull’s life and career, for people who love her and for people who are interested in getting to know her.

         One of my main goals in life is to create a kind of feminist media empire to disseminate information about women-identified rock musicians across various media platforms. I think the most powerful thing we (the collective we) can do as music lovers is to talk about the musicians we love, to saturate popular culture, and to flesh out the rock narrative.  This is especially important for women, for queers, for people of color, many of whom have heroically taken it upon themselves to document their own histories and to build a cultural context that represents them.

         My biggest complaint about mainstream popular music media is that it tends to venerate traditional rock icons and focus on what’s new at the expense of building a more diverse knowledge base in the age of digital media. There’s really no excuse why someone like Marianne Faithfull is unknown to so many. She is a woman who shaped the course of female celebrity, pop stardom, and the British Invasion, and she continues to record and release albums every few years. Her history isn’t just for Baby Boomers and perverted old men scrolling YouTube. It is not something to be touted in a Rolling Stone “Women of Rock” issue once every decade.

         I think about Marianne Faithfull a lot, but she is partially responsible. She is interesting. She is talented, and as a rock music historian, I have a vested interest in women over fifty who are still working and have little time for sentimentality. Negative Capability deals almost exclusively with aging, death, love, and loneliness—thoughts that have burdened me since I turned a violent corner into my late thirties and realized that I missed the opportunity to partner up and to tattoo my elbows because the skin has now turned to tissue paper.

         I have never met Marianne Faithfull, but I do know that she hates being written about. She reacted negatively to an unauthorized biography, Marianne Faithfull: As Years Go By. She called the book “scaly,” which I think means snake-like, reptilian, sneaky—something along those lines. I do not want to be scaly. Although part of my job is contingent upon my ability to theorize and postulate about artists, music, and influencers, as a musician myself, a lifelong music fan, an ex-addict, and most likely a bit of a narcissist, I am far more interested in and attuned to how music affects me: personally, physically, emotionally—even psychically. Marianne Faithfull has been one of the great loves of, and great soundtracks to, my life: from a depressed teenager to a homeless addict to a ward of the state (who had a Marianne Faithfull mix cd smuggled into detox) to a functioning, productive, perpetually single, attachment-disordered adult with a sizable Marianne Faithfull record collection.

         Faithfull won’t talk about her lyrics or discuss her songs in detail. This is a huge pain in the ass for me. But I think being a celebrity, and staying a celebrity, is an extreme way of asking to be understood, whether you enjoy talking to the press and explaining your lyrics or not. Marianne has repeated this desire to be understood in numerous interviews over the years, and I feel guilty as an admirer and fan, afraid that I might not have the right answer, that my theories regarding her lyrics might assume a level of solipsism that isn’t really there. I don’t think universal understanding exists, but I have an idea about her body of work as it reflects and contributes to my own understanding of my life. 

         She has told her story, she has been written about, and there was even talk of a Hollywood biopic ten years ago. I am not interested in disputing her truth. I am equally disinterested in presenting myself as an ultimate authority on her or her catalogue or to sling this book as a seminal Marianne Faithfull text. History is subjective, after all. My goal is to present my perspective and to usurp the hierarchical, often carceral gatekeeping inherent in rock writing and scholarship. In doing so, I hope to present a thought-provoking text that encourages curiosity and personal investigation. I am interested in writing about how Faithfull’s music makes me feel, about how our lives have intersected, about gender, legacy, and aging. About addiction, survival, relationships, and sleeping with books instead of human beings. About how she’s a Capricorn sun and I’m a Capricorn rising, and how I often consider our astrological compatibility. About a widespread cultural amnesia that continues to venerate men as creators of timeless work without considering the intersection of gender in rock ’n’ roll culture and history. About how the hell Marianne Faithfull has made it this far.

         
            Notes

            1. Marianne Faithfull and David Dalton, Faithfull: An Autobiography (New York: Cooper Square Press, 2000), 293.
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         A strange, sometimes fortuitous, sometimes tragic aspect of being a human being is that we are born of parents and exist as a fruit cocktail of their personalities and genes. We are receptacles of inheritance, informed by our environments, experiences, and circumstances. But there’s also a mysterious alchemy involved, an alchemy that works to make some people memorable while the rest of us live and die without making much of a splash.

         Creativity is genetic. It is also practiced, learned, produced, and cultivated. Marianne’s mother, Eva von Sacher-Masoch, was a beautiful Austrian aristocrat with an enviable pedigree. Her great-uncle, Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, authored the novel Venus in Furs, which featured a protagonist who yearns to be enslaved and brutalized by the object of his desire. The term “masochism,” derived from his name, was coined by Austrian psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing. Masochism is in Marianne’s blood—literally—which might explain the decades-long drug problem. 

         Eva was a ballerina in Berlin before moving back to her family home in Vienna at the start of World War II. During the war, she edited a popular Austrian magazine called Wife and Mother that had been taken over by the Nazis, and she worked to “counter the doctrine it imposed on Austria’s women,” a feminist act before the concept of feminism existed—and way before it became a bumper sticker.1 In Marianne’s first memoir, she reveals that her mother was raped by a Nazi soldier while hiding in a room at an institute for displaced Hungarians. She murdered the soldier with his own gun before he could do the same to Marianne’s grandmother.2

         Eva met and married Glynn Faithfull in 1945 when they were both thirty-three. A cultured intellectual with a PhD who studied modern languages, Glynn had been a full-time lecturer before joining the intelligence unit of the British army in 1939, where his “main duty was to interrogate prisoners of war.”3 He was enamored of Eva and her family, who were bilingual, cultured, and possessed a kind of “diplomatic privilege” that had protected them throughout the war.4 It is difficult to piece together what Eva thought of Glynn, but on paper, he was a carbon copy of her father, Artur von Sacher-Masoch, who had been a colonel in World War I and later a writer and philosopher. Eva was warm, emotive, passionate, and volatile while Glynn was detached, dispassionate, and stoic. The relationship disintegrated within a few years, and Eva finally granted Glynn an uncontested divorce in the early 1960s. He married again in 1963 and had three more children. Eva never remarried.

         Trauma is also genetic. A Jewish friend of mine told me that trauma is encoded in the genetic makeup of Holocaust survivors, a phenomenon known as “epigenetics.” The horrors of the Holocaust have been passed down from generation to generation, absorbed through the Jewish mother, whose child floats, incubates, in a trauma sac for nine months before being born to repeat the cycle.5 Marianne Faithfull was born Marian Evelyn Faithfull on December 29, 1946, one year after World War II and one year before the start of the Cold War. Her young life was greatly informed by the effect World War II had on her parents—separation, abandonment, resilience—and her upbringing was very much a result of their experiences during the war. Marianne Faithfull was incubated in a long ancestry of intellectuals, aristocrats, writers, and artists and in the wartime trauma inflicted upon her parents. Subsequently, war, terrorism, relationships, isolation, and love have been lifelong themes in the Marianne Faithfull catalogue, and she has lived her life, in some ways, as a soldier at war with a revolving cast of enemies. At the height of her pop stardom, it was the press and media, the enemy list has always included men and the concept of marriage, then the war was with heroin, and finally, with herself.

         Before I agreed to write this book, I mistakenly assumed that she had grown up privileged. As a dumb American, I thought British accents sounded sort of posh. Faithfull, in particular, is known for her distinct elocution. Further investigation into her early life unearthed an interesting bombshell—the pedigree was fact, but the air of aristocracy that her mother continued to cultivate was a myth.

         Marianne Faithfull was raised by her mother in a modest home in Reading, England. They were unable to afford extravagances like a telephone, but their home was filled with paintings and mementos representing Eva’s familial line. Neighbors recall the family as harmless outcasts who dressed extravagantly and lived a bohemian lifestyle. Her mother threw parties with artists and academics and encouraged Marianne to experience the culture that London had to offer. Loud, opinionated, and creative, Eva was a conspicuous presence in their blue-collar, Catholic neighborhood.

         Marianne’s father seems to me—and I am as close to a misandrist as a person can get—to have been a self-involved asshole who ditched the family when his daughter was six and contributed very little financially to Marianne’s upbringing. She remembers him fondly, probably because he was unavailable and distant and a welcome relief from her mother’s volatility and progressive alcoholism. Eva enrolled her in a Roman Catholic primary boarding school as a “subsidized” (charity case) student, against Glynn’s wishes. He was a devout atheist and believed that organized religion was a sham. Marianne doesn’t seem to have been traumatized by her experience at the convent school, although she does describe it as unpleasant, choosing instead to credit the nuns with instilling a sense of manners and propriety that she has maintained throughout her life. A former professional dancer, Eva overcame the disappointment of not living the life she had imagined for herself by maintaining an air of respectability, living vicariously through her daughter, and later, alcohol and religion.

         
            *

         

         I’m not sure if it’s a character flaw or simply a trait shared by all hardcore music fans and grassroots cultural anthropologists, but when I connect with an artist musically, I search desperately for other commonalities—like growing up poor, being gay, becoming addicted to drugs and alcohol, or being strangely infatuated with whales. Or being the daughter of a single parent. Or being abandoned by fathers and disconnected from volatile mothers.

         My biological father is not an intellectual. He never graduated high school and failed both his GED and driver’s test multiple times. He was a drug dealer and later a drug addict who impregnated women as a pastime. My mother, in contrast, has always been otherworldly beautiful and very smart. She graduated high school early so she could work and never managed to finish college because she had two kids instead, but everyone assumes she’s well educated and I don’t correct them. I have no idea what the attraction was between Bio Dad and my mother, but apparently he was into cross dressing, so I guess I know which side the queer gene comes from.

         When I was eight, Bio Dad signed some legal documents and rescinded his rights to me and my younger sister, which is sort of fucked up in multiple ways now that I’m an adult. You are born, belonging to people who might not be old enough or mature enough to take care of themselves. You’re created, conceived out of a passionate moment, pushed through a wet portal and into the world, branded with a gender, name, family history, and ensuing expectations. My first father couldn’t handle the task and forfeited his right to have anything to do with me. My mom met my current dad while she was a waitress at a Chinese restaurant, and after a few months, he decided he wanted the responsibility of a wife and two kids, so we moved to suburban Massachusetts from Poughkeepsie, New York, to start a new life. On moving day, my biological father met us in the parking lot of a convenience store to say good-bye, a moment that is etched in my memory because of its absolute absurdity.

         “Ok. See ya,” he said as we drove away.

         
            *

         

         Where Marianne Faithfull and I differ is in our opinions of our fathers and of men in general. I dislike men and their opinions. I dislike how certain men—men like biographers or interviewers—have taken it upon themselves to psychoanalyze women, like Marianne Faithfull, and their relationships with their fathers. I resent how these men are so quick to diagnose “daddy issues” while overlooking women’s complicated relationships with all men as a symptom of global patriarchy. In Marianne Faithfull: As Years Go By, biographer Mark Hodkinson concludes that the father-daughter dynamic is the most important one in Marianne Faithfull’s life and to understand this is to understand her story.6 In the introduction of the reissue, he lists the men who “propelled Marianne into such a fantastic life”—literally lists them in the last paragraph and goes on to explain that “most of us consider ourselves lucky to have met one of these influential figures,” but how Marianne, you know, paid attention and used these connections to her advantage.7 It is very hard to take seriously a journalist tasked with researching one of the most important women in rock music history (and it is a very well-researched book), who condenses her legacy down to her ability to work productively with men. This conclusion is outlandishly dismissive. I threw his book across the room—I’m not exaggerating.

         If I’m being fair and objective like a good journalist, I would say his perspective is one worth acknowledging and/or investigating, but I also think it is a boring, easy, juvenile perspective. Hodkinson labored over details of her heritage, but his curiosity ends with the facts, lists of intellectuals and aristocrats. He fails to consider how that myth and the pressure to maintain that legacy contributed to Marianne’s allure and eventual self-destruction and how her father was the most important relationship in her life because he wasn’t there, and it is always easier to fantasize about what’s missing than to live with what’s in front of you. He also fails to note the implausibility of working in the industry at all in the Swinging Sixties without the help of men. What if we flip the cultural script proposed by Hodkinson and investigate the historical legacy of the muse and why men continue to need her?

         
            *

         

         I don’t know what it’s like to be beautiful. I know what it’s like to be an acquired taste for some, but largely considered funny, nice, or cute. As I’ve aged, I’ve materialized weaponry to deflect male attention and attract the attention of gay women (or straight women interested in expanding their sexual horizons): a monochromatic wardrobe, t-shirts with coded or explicit homosexual/feminist messages, and visible tattoos. I’ve also just gotten older. Beauty, if you’re a woman, is something to overcome, and Marianne Faithfull had to overcome hers like so many other women born into a life of desirability through genetic fluke.

         She has always been hot. According to her book of photographs, Marianne Faithfull: A Life on Record, she’s been beautiful since infancy.8 At times, she has resented her looks and has even mutilated her face while she was on drugs, but she admits to using it to her advantage throughout her life to gain work, opportunities, and attention. But I think for Marianne Faithfull, being beautiful was more a curse than a blessing because it overshadowed her talent, intelligence, and complexity. Her childhood friend Sally Oldfeld recalled the difficulties Marianne experienced at convent school where she had been marked a scarlet woman by the nuns before entering her teenage years. She was cast into a role and assumed to be “bad” simply because she matured early. Faithfull sought to dispel these projections by being good, to no avail.9

         Other legendary rocker women—Patti Smith and Joni Mitchell, for instance—are not conventionally attractive and so they have the opportunity to be remembered for their art. Patti Smith wasn’t picked out of a crowd at a party and dubbed “an angel with big tits,” subsequently having to overcome that title.10 When Smith married a rock star, the punker Fred Sonic Smith, her entire personal and creative identity did not become subsumed beneath the rubble of their romantic life. Yes, she did disappear from public life for years after her marriage, but her recorded history and current press do not situate her as Fred’s widow while Marianne Faithfull continues to be linked, often in headlines, to Mick Jagger and the Stones.

         Faithfull’s blatant femininity has been a stumbling block on the road to continued historical and cultural relevance. She was too hot to be taken seriously for a long time and has since found the freedom afforded to women who age out of beauty. This is not a negative transition. Becoming invisible to men—or, unfuckable—is a superpower, not a curse. But her beauty, introversion, and perceived superiority were ostracizing traits when she was a child, before her discovery and rise to stardom.

         Marianne and her mother stuck out like sore thumbs in their poor Reading neighborhood. Extravagant and outspoken, Eva walked designer dogs in high heels and adopted a local boy, Chris O’Dell, after his parents died. This was, of course, kind and generous, but it was also scandalous to provincial religious nuts with filthy minds. Chris became the man of the house, but before he came to live with them, Marianne had been an outcast from a single-parent home with “no car, no gramophone, no father.”11 She was described by neighbors as a precocious child—usually code for rude, spoiled, or smart, but mostly a mixture of the three—who wore strange outfits and kept to herself. Marianne was aware of their reputation and spent most of her childhood reading. I don’t think being lonely and wanting to fit in are mutually exclusive. She didn’t make friends easily because she didn’t find her peers interesting, and they found her unapproachable because she was.

         Her father remarried when Marianne was a child and had more children, leaving Marianne to feel they had usurped her in her father’s affections.12 Glynn and his family lived at Brazier’s Park, a commune of intellectuals and social scientists in Oxfordshire, England. In her first memoir, she describes the commune as a mixture of terrible food, high utopian thoughts, and randy sex.

         Like many children of divorce, Marianne was used to act out her parents’ resentments. She recalls her mother sending her to Brazier’s dressed in extravagant costumes in a ploy to humiliate her modest and frugal ex-husband. Living full-time with Eva, Marianne was accustomed to extravagance, and Glynn constantly complained that she was spoiled. Spoiled with buttered bread, maybe, but certainly not with the affection or the attention of her parents.

         She joined a theater company at thirteen, sang folk songs in coffeehouses, and saw plays in London with family friends. An avid reader, she repeated the names Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Albert Camus, and Franz Kafka “like catechism” and imitated existentialist icons by imagining herself a misunderstood, tortured genius.13 She was less precocious, I think, and more curious, a trait that can appear pretentious to people who lack the same intellectual appetite.14 Marianne and her mother both knew that she would be some kind of artist.

         She grew up quickly, as most children of alcoholics do. When she was sixteen, she was invited to a Valentine ball at the University of Cambridge. It was here that she met her future husband and father of her son, John Dunbar. Dunbar was her polar opposite: he smoked pot, hung out with Allen Ginsberg, William S. Burroughs, and Paul McCartney, and knew key players in the 60s music scene. By the time she was seventeen, she was on the road, touring and away from home. She was married with a child by nineteen. At that time, she wanted a conventional life, but instead married a beatnik philosopher and entered the world of pop stardom. This effort to find and maintain balance among her romantic, domestic, and professional lives has remained a continued source of tension. In her autobiography, Faithfull, she admits to immediately shooting heroin and having lots of sex the minute she met the Stones and became Mick’s girlfriend.15

         What’s interesting about her young life is how she craved the stability of a functioning family structure but also wanted to be respected as an artist and to be able to explore the possibilities of a burgeoning hedonistic decade. She had been left to her own devices as a child—physically left by Glynn and emotionally left by Eva—but had also been kept, like a cat, largely ignored but petted, brushed, encouraged, and touted in public. When she reached pop stardom, the British media treated her the same way; their love was conditional and not to be trusted. She had, however, been instilled with a confidence possessed by only children.16 I think the most extraordinary gift a parent can give a child is unconditional love, followed by that unwavering belief in self.

         
            Notes

            1. Mark Hodkinson, Marianne Faithfull: As Years Go By (London: Omnibus Press, 2013), 9.

            2. Marianne Faithfull and David Dalton, Faithfull: An Autobiography (New York: Cooper Square Press, 2000), 4.

            3. Hodkinson, Marianne Faithfull, 7.

            4. Ibid., 8.

            5. Faithfull’s maternal grandmother was Jewish.

            6. Hodkinson, Marianne Faithfull, vii.

            7. Ibid.

            8. Marianne Faithfull and François Ravard, Marianne Faithfull: A Life on Record (New York: Rizzoli, 2014).

            9. “Marianne Faithfull: Keeping the Faith,” Close Up, BBC, April 27, 2009, bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0077vhw.

            10. What Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham allegedly exclaimed the first time he saw Marianne Faithfull.

            11. Faithfull and Dalton, Faithfull, 14.

            12. Hodkinson, Marianne Faithfull, 289.

            13. Ibid., 15.

            14. Ibid., 15–16.

            15. Faithfull and Dalton, Faithfull, 20.

            16. Marianne is the only child of Eva and Glynn Faithfull. She has an adopted brother, Chris O’Dell, and half-siblings from Glynn’s second marriage. 
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