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FOREWORD





Some people say that a record or a film changed their life. In my case, it was a book. Greil Marcus’s Lipstick Traces did that back in 1990. It really was that important.


My hardback copy has a biro inscription in it: “To Nick love Richey, James and Sean, 28th September 1990”. Its position as a pivotal text for myself and my band, Manic Street Preachers, really was sealed when they bought it for me. We’d all read a review in the NME and knew immediately that it was exactly the kind of thing we’d been searching for. Something to link music, art, culture and protest; an alternative history that segued those seemingly disparate elements into one text. It persuaded us that we could attempt to create art that just might deeply resonate with people in the way that the book had resonated with us.


The shape of the book itself—oddly outsized, not quite fitting with others on a shelf—emanated importance. Diving into the writing, it led me down a path into such a different universe to the one I inhabited. Historical traditions were twisted and turned on their head and deemed to have always been infinitely connected; the book took you to the heart of a multitude of radical art movements and helped to explain the lies and truths of the twentieth century. Marcus makes a great point about how the Pistols were never co-opted by society, how you’ll never hear “Bodies” or “Holidays in the Sun” on the radio. That still rings true today. Their actual records still exist on the peripheries of mainstream culture.


The bombardment of ideas in the book became a massive and defining influence on myself and Manic Street Preachers: on our slogans, on our lyrics, on our outlook, the way we thought we were leaving cultural traces that may not be respected in their time. I think that idea really played with us. We knew we wanted to be this amazing shooting star that went out in a blaze of glory, we did see things as a mission, an educational tool. I genuinely believe that Lipstick Traces and England’s Dreaming (very much its British equivalent) should be taught in school. They are alternate histories; both books elevate rock ’n’ roll to the level of intellectual importance that it deserves.


My copy still has all the original folds that I’ve made, places I wanted to return to when I first picked it up. I remember Richey’s copy as a riot of underlining. I still try to reread it every year. The book never fails to instigate a lyric, an idea, an interview quote—it’s as relevant as it was ten years ago, 500 years ago … it expertly travels through time. And as it’s bristling with so much knowledge, it genuinely makes me fearful when I haven’t read it for a while.


If you’re in a band and ever lacking motivation, Lipstick Traces is the perfect encyclopaedia of ideas. We’ve taken so much from it; we even stole the title for a compilation album. It definitely holds a benign influence over us; you can hear echoes of it in our early lyrics where we tried to shoehorn the ideals of the Communist Manifesto and thoughts on Lettrism and the Vorticists into three-minute songs, it’s a pretty impossible ambition but it seemed slightly more achievable after reading that book.


Without resorting completely to cliché, it’s the band’s Holy Bible; our cultural equivalent of the Good Book, if we have one. It’s the one book I will always turn to for inspiration.


Nicky Wire



















NOTE TO THE 2009 EDITION





Since this book was first published twenty years ago, a number of the actors and voices who appear in its pages have died. It is humbling to mark their passage: the political critic and patriot Walter Karp, 1934–1989; the photographer Ed van der Elsken, 1925–1990; the political philosopher Henri Lefebvre, 1901–1991; the filmmaker and founding member of the Lettrist International and of the Situationist International Guy Debord, 1930–1994; the sound poet, collagist, and founding member of the Lettrist International Gil Wolman, 19291995; the orator and teacher Mario Savio, 1942–1996; the visionary and Lettrist International member Ivan Chtcheglov, 1933–1998; the singer and founding member of the Clash Joe Strummer, 1952–2002; the Lettrist International member Jean-Michel Mension, 1934–2006; the founder of lettrism Isidore Isou, 1925–2007; the historian Norman Cohn, 1915–2007; the editor and member of the Situationist International Christopher Gray, 1942–2009; and the singer Michael Jackson, 1958–2009.


Over the same period of time, an enormous amount of material drawn on for this book—obscure, fugitive, untranslated, or long-unavailable books, journals, flyers, films, paintings, collages, and sound recordings, from the nineteen-teens on—has found its way into the light, and I’ve tried to keep pace in the section now called Works Cited and Sighted. Except for the correction of errors, the main text of the book remains as it was.






















PROLOGUE





From inside a London tea room, two well-dressed women look with mild disdain at a figure in the rain outside. “It’s that shabby old man with the tin whistle!” says one. A battered fedora pulled down over his eyes, the man is trying to make himself heard: “I yam a antichrist!” “It is,” reads the caption to this number of Ray Lowry’s comic-strip chronicle of the adventures of has-been, would-be pop savior Monty Smith, “seventeen long years since Monty was spotted in the gutter outside Malcolm MacGregor’s Sex ’n’ Drugs shop …”
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Years long enough: but as I write, Johnny Rotten’s first moments in “Anarchy in the U.K.”—a rolling earthquake of a laugh, a buried shout, then hoary words somehow stripped of all claptrap and set down in the city streets—




I AM AN ANTICHRIST





—remain as powerful as anything I know. Listening to the record today—listening to the way Johnny Rotten tears at his lines, and then hurls the pieces at the world; recalling the all-consuming smile he produced as he sang—my back stiffens; I pull away even as my scalp begins to sweat. “When you listen to the Sex Pistols, to ‘Anarchy in the U.K.’ and ‘Bodies’ and tracks like that,” Pete Townshend of the Who once said, “what immediately strikes you is that this is actually happening. This is a bloke, with a brain on his shoulders, who is actually saying something he sincerely believes is happening in the world, saying it with real venom, and real passion. It touches you, and it scares you—it makes you feel uncomfortable. It’s like somebody saying, ‘The Germans are coming! And there’s no way we’re gonna stop ’em!’”


It is just a pop song, a would-be, has-been hit record, a cheap commodity, and Johnny Rotten is nobody, an anonymous delinquent whose greatest achievement, before that day in 1975 when he was spotted in Malcolm McLaren’s Sex boutique on King’s Road in London, had been to occasionally irritate those he passed on the street. It is a joke—and yet the voice that carries it remains something new in rock ’n’ roll, which is to say something new in postwar popular culture: a voice that denied all social facts, and in that denial affirmed that everything was possible.


It remains new because rock ’n’ roll has not caught up with it. Nothing like it had been heard in rock ’n’ roll before, and nothing like it has been heard since—though, for a time, once heard, that voice seemed available to anyone with the nerve to use it. For a time, as if by magic—the pop magic in which the connection of certain social facts with certain sounds creates irresistible symbols of the transformation of social reality—that voice worked as a new kind of free speech. In countless new throats it said countless new things. You couldn’t turn on the radio without being surprised; you could hardly turn around.


Today those old voices sound as touching and as scary as they ever did—partly because there is an irreducible quality in their demands, and partly because they are suspended in time. The Sex Pistols were a commercial proposition and a cultural conspiracy, launched to change the music business and make money off the change—but Johnny Rotten sang to change the world. So did some of those who, for a time, found their own voices in his. In the small body of work they left behind, you can hear it happen. Listening, you can feel yourself respond: “This is actually happening.” But the voices remain suspended in time because you can’t look back and say, “This actually happened.” By the standards of wars and revolutions, the world did not change; we look back from a time when, as Dwight D. Eisenhower once put it, “Things are more like they are now than they ever were before.” As against the absolute demands so briefly generated by the Sex Pistols, nothing changed. The shock communicated by the demands of the music becomes a shock that something so seemingly complete could, finally, pass almost unnoticed in the world of affairs: “This was actually not happening.” Music seeks to change life; life goes on; the music is left behind; that is what is left to talk about.


The Sex Pistols made a breach in the pop milieu, in the screen of received cultural assumptions governing what one expected to hear and how one expected to respond. Because received cultural assumptions are hegemonic propositions about the way the world is supposed to work—ideological constructs perceived and experienced as natural facts—the breach in the pop milieu opened into the realm of everyday life: the milieu where, commuting to work, doing one’s job in the home or the factory or the office or the mall, going to the movies, buying groceries, buying records, watching television, making love, having conversations, not having conversations, or making lists of what to do next, people actually lived. Judged according to its demands on the world, a Sex Pistols record had to change the way a given person performed his or her commute—which is to say that the record had to connect that act to every other, and then call the enterprise as a whole into question. Thus would the record change the world.


Elvis Costello recalled how it had worked back when he was still Declan MacManus, a computer operator waiting for his train to Central London. It was 2 December 1976, the day after the Sex Pistols appeared on a television talk show to promote the record that was to change the world: “‘God, did you see the Sex Pistols on TV last night?’ On the way to work, I was on the platform in the morning and all the commuters were reading the papers when the Pistols made headlines—and said FUCK on TV. It was as if it was the most awful thing that ever happened. It’s a mistake to confuse it with a major event in history, but it was a great morning—just to hear people’s blood pressure going up and down over it.” It was an old dream come true—as if the Sex Pistols, or one of their new fans, or the commuters beside him, or the television itself, had happily rediscovered a formula contrived in 1919, in Berlin, by one Walter Mehring, and then tested the formula to the letter, word for word save for the name of the game:




??? What is DADAyama ???


DADAyama is to be reached from railroad stations only by a double somersault 


Hic salto mortale /


Now or never /


DADAyama makes the blood boil like it enrages the crowd in the melting pot /


(partly bullfight arena—partly Red Front meeting—partly


National Assembly)—


1/2 gold plate—1/2 silver-plated iron plus surplus value




[image: ]








Echoing each other across half a century, Costello and Mehring raise the question that shapes this book: is it a mistake to confuse the Sex Pistols’ moment with a major event in history—and what is history anyway? Is history simply a matter of events that leave behind those things that can be weighed and measured—new institutions, new maps, new rulers, new winners and losers—or is it also the result of moments that seem to leave nothing behind, nothing but the mystery of spectral connections between people long separated by place and time, but somehow speaking the same language? To fix a precious disruption, why is it that both Mehring and Costello find themselves talking about train platforms and blood pressure? The happenstance of specific words in common is an accident, but it might suggest a real affinity. The two men are talking about the same thing, looking for words to make disruption precious; that may not be an accident at all. If the language they are speaking, the impulse they are voicing, has its own history, might it not tell a very different story from the one we’ve been hearing all our lives?


THE QUESTION


The question is too big to tackle now—it has to be put aside, left to find its own shape. What it leaves behind is music; listening now to the Sex Pistols’ records, it doesn’t seem like a mistake to confuse their moment with a major event in history. Listening to “Anarchy in the U.K.” and “Bodies,” to Elvis Costello’s This Year’s Model, to the Clash’s “Complete Control,” to the Buzzcocks’ “Boredom,” X-ray Spex’s “Oh Bondage Up Yours!” and Germfree Adolescents, Essential Logic’s “Wake Up,” the Raincoats’ “Fairytale in the Supermarket,” Wire’s Chairs Missing, the Mekons’ “Never Been in a Riot,” Joy Division’s “An Ideal for Living” and Unknown Pleasures, the Slits’ “Once upon a time in a living room,” the Gang of Four’s “At Home He’s a Tourist” and “Return the Gift,” the Au Pairs’ “Kerb Crawler,” Kleenex’s “Ü” and (after Kimberly-Clark forced the band to change its name) Liliput’s “Split” and “Eisiger Wind,” to the Adverts’ Crossing the Red Sea with the Adverts (on the sleeve, a smear of color around a photo collage of a public housing complex and a white billboard with the words “Land of Milk and Honey” running in bureaucratic type: the sound was millenarian from the beginning, certain to lead the listener into the promised land, or forty years in the wilderness)—listening now, and listening especially to The Roxy London WC 2 (Jan–Apr 77), a shoddy live album where behind table talk and breaking glass one can hear various groups of public speakers which before Johnny Rotten announced himself as an antichrist had not existed even in the minds of those who made them up—listening to this relatively small body of work, now exiled to cut-out bins, bargain racks, collectors’ sales, or flea markets—I feel a sense of awe at how fine the music was: how irreducible it remains.


What remains irreducible about this music is its desire to change the world. The desire is patent and simple, but it inscribes a story that is infinitely complex—as complex as the interplay of the everyday gestures that describe the way the world already works. The desire begins with the demand to live not as an object but as a subject of history—to live as if something actually depended on one’s actions—and that demand opens onto a free street. Damning God and the state, work and leisure, home and family, sex and play, the audience and itself, the music briefly made it possible to experience all those things as if they were not natural facts but ideological constructs: things that had been made and therefore could be altered, or done away with altogether. It became possible to see those things as bad jokes, and for the music to come forth as a better joke. The music came forth as a no that became a yes, then a no again, then again a yes: nothing is true except our conviction that the world we are asked to accept is false. If nothing was true, everything was possible. In the pop milieu, an arena maintained  by society at large both to generate symbols and to defuse them, in the only milieu where a nobody like Johnny Rotten had a chance to be heard, all rules fell away. In tones that pop music had never produced, demands were heard that pop music had never made.


Because of Johnny Rotten’s ludicrous proclamation—in one sense, he was from his first recorded moment a shabby old man in the rain trying to get out his crazy words (“I want to destroy pass–ers–by,” croaks the Antichrist, reading from his smudgy broadsheet; you give the bum a wide berth)—teenagers screamed philosophy; thugs made poetry; women demystified the female; a nice Jewish girl called Susan Whitby renamed herself Lora Logic and took the stage of the Roxy in a haze of violence and confusion. Everyone shouted past melody, then rhyme, then harmony, then rhythm, then beat, until the shout became the first principle of speech—sometimes the last. Old oaths, carrying forgotten curses, which themselves contained buried wishes, were pressed into seven-inch pieces of plastic as a bet that someone would listen, that someone would decipher codes the speakers themselves didn’t know they were transmitting.


I began to wonder where this voice came from. At a certain time, beginning in late 1975, in a certain place—London, then across the U.K., then spots and towns all over the world—a negation of all social facts was made, which produced the affirmation that anything was possible. “I saw the Sex Pistols,” said Bernard Sumner of Joy Division (later, after the band’s singer killed himself, of New Order). “They were terrible. I thought they were great. I wanted to get up and be terrible too.” Performers made fools of themselves, denounced their ancestors, and spit on their audiences, which spit back. I began to wonder where these gestures came from. It was, finally, no more than an art statement, but such statements, communicated and received in any form, are rare. I knew a lot about rock ’n’ roll, but I didn’t know about this. Did the voice and the gestures come out of nowhere, or were they sparked? If they were sparked, what sparked them?


A TWENTY


A twenty-year-old stands before a microphone and, after declaring himself an all-consuming demon, proceeds to level everything around him—to reduce it to rubble. He denies the claims of his society with a laugh, then pulls the string on the history of his society with a shift of vowels so violent that it creates pure pleasure. He reduces the fruits of Western civilization to a set of guerrilla acronyms and England’s green and pleasant land to a block of public housing. “We have architecture that is so banal and destructive to the human spirit that walking to work is in itself a depressing experience. The streets are shabby and tawdry and litter-strewn, and the concrete is rain-streaked and graffiti-strewn, and the stairwells of the social-engineering experiments are lined in shit and junkies and graffiti. Nobody goes out of their rooms. There is no sense of community, so old people die in despair and loneliness. We’ve had a lowering of the quality of life”—so said not Johnny Rotten as he recorded “Anarchy in the U.K.” in 1976, but “Saint Bob” Geldof (first runner-up for the 1986 Nobel Peace Prize because of his work organizing pop-music campaigns to fight African famine) as he repeated the social critique of “Anarchy in the U.K.” in 1985. Reduced to a venomous stew, that was what the song had said—except that as the Sex Pistols performed it, you heard not woe but glee.






Is this the em pee el ay


Or is this the yew dee ay


Or is this the eye rrrrrr ay


I thought it was the yew kay


Or just


Another


Country


Another council tenancy!








It was the sound of the city collapsing. In the measured, deliberate noise, words tumbling past each other so fast it was almost impossible to tell them apart, you could hear social facts begin to break up—when Johnny Rotten rolled his r’s, it sounded as if his teeth had been ground down to points. This was a code that didn’t have to be deciphered: who knew what the MPLA was, and who cared? It sounded like fun, wrecking the world. It felt like freedom. It was the freedom, after hearing the news that a San Diego teenager named Brenda Spenser had, because she didn’t like Mondays, opened fire on her high school and killed three people, to write a song celebrating the event—as Bob Geldof had once done.


“I Don’t Like Mondays” was a hit; in the United States it might have made number one, save for Brenda Spenser’s superseding right to a fair trial. Too bad—wasn’t a song like “I Don’t Like Mondays” what “punk,” which is what the putatively nihilist music generated by the Sex Pistols would be called, was all about? All about what? In the course of an interview, Bob Geldof’s version of “Anarchy in the U.K.,” like the explanations Johnny Rotten offered interviewers in 1976 and 1977, is perfectly rational: on record, both flesheater Johnny and Saint Bob call up the words of surrealist Luis Buñuel—who, Pauline Kael notes, “once referred to some of those who praised Un Chien Andalou as ‘that crowd of imbeciles who find the film beautiful or poetic when it is fundamentally a desperate and passionate call to murder.’”


It is a question of nihilism—and “Anarchy in the U.K.,” a fan might like to think, was something different: a negationist prank. “‘Anarchy in the U.K.’ is a statement of self-rule, of ultimate independence, of do-it-yourself,” said Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren, and whatever that meant (do what yourself?), it wasn’t nihilism. Nihilism is the belief in nothing and the wish to become nothing: oblivion is its ruling passion. Its best depiction is in Larry Clark’s Tulsa, his photographic memoir of early 1960s youths spiking themselves to death with speed rather than becoming what they already look like: local Charley Starkweathers and Caril Fugates. Nihilism can find a voice in art, but never satisfaction. “This isn’t a play, Larry,” one of Clark’s needle buddies told him after he’d taken one too many pictures. “This is real fuckin’ life.” “So other people didn’t think it was a play,” Clark recalled years later, “but I did”—even though he’d been in it, using a shutter timer to shoot the blood running down his own arm.


Nihilism means to close the world around its own self-consuming impulse; negation is the act that would make it self-evident to everyone that the world is not as it seems—but only when the act is so implicitly complete it leaves open the possibility that the world may be nothing, that nihilism as well as creation may occupy the suddenly cleared ground. The nihilist, no matter how many people he or she might kill, is always a solipsist: no one exists but the actor, and only the actor’s motives are real. When the nihilist pulls the trigger, turns on the gas, sets the fire, hits the vein, the world ends. Negation is always political: it assumes the existence of other people, calls them into being. Still, the tools the negationist seems forced to use—real or symbolic violence, blasphemy, dissipation, contempt, ridiculousness—change hands with those of the nihilist. As a negation, “Anarchy in the U.K.” could be rationally translated in interviews: seeking to prove that the world is not as it seems, the negationist recognizes that to others the world is as it seems to be. But by the time of “Holidays in the Sun,” the Sex Pistols’ fourth and last single, issued in October 1977, just a month short of a year after “Anarchy in the U.K.,” no such translations were offered, or possible.


BY THAT TIME


By that time, countless new groups of public speakers were issuing impossible demands, and the Sex Pistols had been banned across the U.K. Waving the bloody shirt of public decency, even public safety, city officials canceled their shows; chain stores refused to stock their records. Cutting “Anarchy in the U.K.” out of the market just as it was reaching its audience, EMI, the Sex Pistols’ first label, dropped them after the televised “fuck” that made Declan McManus’ day, recalled the records, and melted them down. Patriotic workers refused to handle “God Save the Queen,” the follow-up single, a three-minute riot against Elizabeth II’s silver jubilee; A&M, the band’s second label, destroyed what few copies were produced. Finally released on Virgin, the Sex Pistols’ third label, “God Save the Queen” was erased from the BBC charts and topped the hit parade as a blank, thus creating the bizarre situation in which the nation’s most popular record was turned into contraband. The press contrived a moral panic to sell papers, but the panic seemed real soon enough: the Sex Pistols were denounced in Parliament as a threat to the British way of life, by socialists as fascist, by fascists as communist. Johnny Rotten was caught on the street and slashed with a razor; another band member was chased down and beaten with an iron bar.


The group itself had become contraband. In late 1975, when the Sex Pistols first appeared, crashing another band’s concert and impersonating the opening act, the plug was pulled after ten minutes; now to play in public they were forced to turn up in secret, under a false name. The very emptiness of the terrain they had cleared—the multiplication of new voices from below, the intensification of abuse from above, both sides fighting for possession of that suddenly cleared ground—had pushed them toward self-destruction, into the silence of all nihilist noise.


It was there from the start—a possibility, one of the alleys leading off the free street. There was a black hole at the heart of the Sex Pistols’ music, a willful lust for the destruction of values that no one could be comfortable with, and that was why, from the start, Johnny Rotten was perhaps the only truly terrifying singer rock ’n’ roll has known. But the terror had a new cast at the end: certainly no one has yet seen all the way to the bottom of “Holidays in the Sun,” and probably no one ever will.


They had begun as if in pursuit of a project: in “Anarchy in the U.K.” they had damned the present, and in “God Save the Queen” they had damned the past with a curse so hard that it took the future with it. “NO FUTURE”—




NO FUTURE


NO FUTURE


NO FUTURE FOR YOU


NO FUTURE


NO FUTURE


NO FUTURE


NO FUTURE FOR ME





—so went the mordant chant as the song ended. “No future in England’s dah-rrrreeming!”: England’s dream of its glorious past, as represented by the Queen, the “moron,” the nation’s basic tourist attraction, linchpin of an economy based on nothing, salve on England’s collective amputee’s itch for Empire. “We’re the future,” Johnny Rotten shouted, never sounding more like a criminal, an escaped mental patient, a troglodyte—“Your future.” Portrayed in the press as heralds of a new youth movement, with “God Save the Queen” the Sex Pistols denied it; every youth movement presents itself as a loan to the future, and tries to call in its lien in advance, but when there is no future all loans are canceled.


The Sex Pistols were after more than an entry in the next revised edition of a sociology text on Britain’s postwar youth subcultures—just what more, one could perhaps have learned from a fragment that made up part of the collage on the back sleeve of the Clash’s first record, “White Riot”/“1977”: “that there is, perhaps, some tension in society, when perhaps overwhelming pressure brings industry to a standstill or barricades to the streets years after the liberals had dismissed the notion as ‘dated romanticism,’” some unidentified person had written at some unidentified time, “the journalist invents the theory that this constitutes a clash of generations. Youth, after all, is not a permanent condition, and a clash of generations is not so fundamentally dangerous to the art of government as would be a clash between rulers and ruled.” So maybe that was what the Sex Pistols were after: a clash between rulers and ruled. As the number-two London punk band, the Clash’s pop project was always to make sense of the Sex Pistols’ riddles, and this made sense—except that a single listening to “God Save the Queen” dissolved whatever sense it made.


The consumptive disgust in Johnny Rotten’s voice (“We love our Queen / We mean it, man / God save”—that was the end of the line), the blinding intransigence of the music, so strong it made intransigence into a self-justifying, all-encompassing new value: as a sound, “God Save the Queen” suggested demands no art of government could ever satisfy. “God save”—the intonation said there was no such thing as salvation. A guitar lick ripped the song and whoever heard it in half.


What was left? Mummery, perhaps: with “Pretty Vacant,” their third single, the Sex Pistols had risen from graves hundreds of years cold as Lollards, carriers of the ancient British heresy that equated work with sin and rejected both. Work, the Bible said, was God’s punishment for Original Sin, but that was not the Lollards’ bible. They said God was perfect, men and women were God’s creation, so therefore men and women were perfect and could not sin—save against their own perfect nature, by working, by surrendering their God-given autonomy to the rule of the Great Ones, to the lie that the world was made for other than one’s perfect pleasure. It was a dangerous creed in the fourteenth century, and a strange idea to find in a twentieth-century pop song, but there it was, and who knew what buried wishes it might speak for?


“We didn’t know it would spread so fast,” said Bernard Rhodes, in 1975 one of Malcolm McLaren’s co-conspirators at the Sex boutique, later the manager of the Clash. “We didn’t have a manifesto. We didn’t have a rule book, but we were hoping that … I was thinking of what I got from Jackie Wilson’s ‘Reet Petite,’ which was the first record I ever bought. I didn’t need anyone to describe what it was all about, I knew it … I was listening to the radio in ’75, and there was some expert blabbing on about how if things go on as they are there’ll be 800,000 people unemployed by 1979, while another guy was saying if that happened there’d be chaos, there’d be actual—anarchy in the streets. That was the root of punk. One knew that.”


Socialists like Bernard Rhodes knew it; it was never clear what Malcolm McLaren or his partner Jamie Reid, before Sex an anarchist publisher and poster artist, thought they knew. Unemployment in the U.K. had reached an unimaginable one million by the time “Pretty Vacant” was released in July 1977, and the punk band Chelsea summed up the social fact with the protest single “Right to Work.” But Johnny Rotten had never learned the language of protest, in which one seeks a redress of grievances, and speaks to power in the supplicative voice, legitimating power by the act of speaking: that was not what it was about. In “Pretty Vacant” the Sex Pistols claimed the right not to work, and the right to ignore all the values that went with it: perseverance, ambition, piety, frugality, honesty, and hope, the past that God invented work to pay for, the future that work was meant to build. “Your God has gone away,” Johnny Rotten had already sung on “No Feelings,” the flipside of the first, abortive pressing of “God Save the Queen”—“Be back another day.” Compared to Rhodes’s sociology, Johnny Rotten spoke in unknown tongues. With a million out of work the Sex Pistols sat in doorways, preened and spat: “We’re pretty / Pretty vacant / We’re pretty / Pretty vacant / We’re pretty / Pretty vacant / And we don’t care.” It was their funniest record yet, and their most professional, sounding more like the Beatles than a traffic accident, but Johnny Rotten’s lolling tongue grew sores for the last word: like the singles before it, “Pretty Vacant” drew a laugh from the listener, and then drove it back down the listener’s throat.


So that was the project—God and the state, the past, present, and future, youth and work, all these things were behind the Sex Pistols as they headed to the end of their first and last year on the charts. All that was left was “Holidays in the Sun”: a well-earned vacation, albeit geopolitical and world-historical, sucking up more territory than the Sex Pistols had set foot on, and more years than they had been alive.





THE SLEEVE


The sleeve was charming: on the front was a borrowed travel-club comic strip, depicting happy tourists on the beach, in a nightclub, cruising the Mediterranean, celebrating their vacations in speech balloons Jamie Reid had emptied of advertising copy and filled with the words Johnny Rotten was singing on the plastic—“A cheap holiday in other people’s misery!” On the back was a perfect family scene, dinnertime, a photograph Reid annotated with little pasted-on captions: “nice image,” “nice furniture,” “nice room,” “nice middle age lady,” “nice middle aged man,” “nice food,” “nice photo,” “nice young man,” “nice young lady,” “nice gesture” (the nice young man is holding the hand of the nice young lady), “nice little girl” (she’s sticking out her tongue), and even, at the bottom, “nice sleeve.” “I don’t want a holiday in the sun,” Johnny Rotten began. “I want to go to the new Belsen.”


He went. Off he goes to Germany, the marching feet of package-tour tourists behind him, drawn by the specter of the Nazi extermination camp that, for the British, serves as Auschwitz does for Americans: a symbol of modern evil. “I wanna see some history,” he says, but history is out of reach; now Belsen is not in Germany at all, but part of something called “East Germany,” less a place than an ideological construct, and so Johnny Rotten finds himself at the foot of the Berlin Wall, the ideological construct symbolizing the division between the two social systems that rule the world, a world that is more like it is now than it ever was before.


Johnny Rotten stands at the Berlin Wall. People are staring at him, and he can’t stand it; the sound of marching feet grows louder, and he can’t stand that either. As the band behind him spins into a frenzy, he begins to scream: he wants to go over the wall. Is that where the real Nazis are? Is East Berlin what the West will look like in the no-future he’s already prophesied? He can’t stop himself: he wants to go under the wall. He seems not to know what he’s singing, but the music presses on, squeezing whoever might hear it like Poe’s shrinking closet. The shifts in Johnny Rotten’s voice are lunatic: he can barely say a word before it explodes in his mouth. Part of the terror of the song is that it makes no apparent sense and yet drags you into its absurdity and strands you there: time and place are specific, you could plot your position on a map, and you’d be nowhere. The only analogue is just as specific, and just as vague.


IN 1924


In 1924 a forty-two-year-old North Carolina lawyer named Bascom Lamar Lunsford recorded a traditional ballad called “I Wish I Was a Mole in the Ground”—how traditional, no one knows. A reference to “the Bend,” a turn-of-the-century Tennessee prison, might fix the piece in a given time and place, but the reference could have been added long after the piece came into being; all that was certain was the measured count of Lunsford’s banjo, the inexorable cadence of his voice. The song, the music said, predated whoever might sing it, and would outlast whoever heard it.


“I Wish I Was a Mole in the Ground” wasn’t an animal song, like “Froggy Went A-Courtin’” or “The Leatherwing Bat.” It was an account of everyday mysticism, a man dropping his plow, settling onto the ground, pulling off his boots, and summoning wishes he will never fulfill. He lies on his back in the sun:






Oh, I wish I was a mole in the ground


Yes, I wish I was a mole in the ground


Like a mole in the ground I would root that mountain down


And I wish I was a mole in the ground








Now what the singer wants is obvious, and almost impossible to comprehend. He wants to be delivered from his life and to be changed into a creature insignificant and despised. He wants to see nothing and to be seen by no one. He wants to destroy the world and to survive it. That’s all he wants. The performance is quiet, steady, and the quiet lets you in: you can listen, and you can contemplate what you are listening to. You can lie back and imagine what it would be like to want what the singer wants. It is an almost absolute negation, at the edge of pure nihilism, a demand to prove that the world is nothing, a demand to be next to nothing, and yet it is comforting.


This song was part of the current that produced rock ’n’ roll—not because  a line from it turned up in 1966 in Bob Dylan’s “Memphis Blues Again,” but because its peculiar mix of fatalism and desire, acceptance and rage, turned up in 1955 in Elvis Presley’s “Mystery Train.” In that founding statement he tipped the balance to affirmation, concealing the negative but never dissolving it, maintaining the negative as the principle of tension, of friction, which always gave the yes of rock ’n’ roll its kick—and that was the history of rock ’n’ roll, up to October 1977, when the Sex Pistols happened upon the impulse to destruction coded in the form, turned that impulse back upon the form, and blew it up. The result was chaos: there was nowhere to lie down and no time to contemplate anything. This was actually happening. The Sex Pistols left every band in the world behind them for the last minute of “Holidays in the Sun”: Johnny Rotten was climbing, digging with his hands, throwing pieces of the wall over his shoulder, crying out his inability to understand more of the story than you do, damning his inability to understand what, in 1924, Bascom Lamar Lunsford had accepted he could not understand.


What is happening? It sounds as if Hitler’s legions have risen from the dead, taking the place of nice tourists, nice East German bureaucrats, nice West German businessmen—or as if Nazis have jumped out of the skins of the capitalists and communists who replaced them. Johnny Rotten is drawn like an iron filing to a magnet—but he slows down, stops, tries to think. If Buñuel had damned those who found his movie beautiful or poetic when it was fundamentally a call to murder, much of the twentieth century has been taken up with the attempt to prove that the beautiful, the poetic, and the call to murder are all of a piece—and in the last seconds of “Holidays in the Sun,” Johnny Rotten seemed to understand this. His incessant shout of “I DON’T UNDERSTAND THIS BIT AT ALL!” as the song headed to a close may have been his way of saying so, of saying that he didn’t want to understand it: his way of saying that when he looked into the void of the century, he found the void looking back, Johnny Rotten went through the wall; “please don’t be waiting for me,” he said. The song ended.


His aim, one can believe, was to take all the rage, intelligence, and strength in his being and then fling them at the world: to make the world notice; to make the world doubt its most cherished and unexamined beliefs; to make the world pay for its crimes in the coin of nightmare, and then to end the world—symbolically, if no other way was open. And that, for a moment, he did.


Thus did the Sex Pistols end the world, or anyway their own. The followup news was dissolution, murder, suicide—and though in each case the facts were formally logged in the relevant civil and criminal courts, who can tell if the events took place in the realm where people actually live more than in the symbolic realm of the pop milieu? As a double, the nihilist holds the negationist’s dope; usually they rent the same rooms, and sometimes they pay the same bills. Usually the coroner—be it fan, epigone, critic, or best friend—cannot tell the difference by looking at the corpse. The Sex Pistols were a scam, a bid for success through scandal, for “cash from chaos,” as one of Malcolm McLaren’s slogans had it; they were also a carefully constructed proof that the whole of received hegemonic propositions about the way the world was supposed to work comprised a fraud so complete and venal that it demanded to be destroyed beyond the powers of memory to recall its existence. In those ashes anything would be possible, and permitted: the most profound love, the most casual crime.


THERE IS


There is an alchemy at work. An unacknowledged legacy of desire, resentment, and dread has been boiled down, melted down, to yield a single act of public speech that will, for some, overturn what they have taken for granted, thought they wanted, decided to settle for. It was, it turned out, a twisted story.


This book is about a single, serpentine fact: late in 1976 a record called “Anarchy in the U.K.” was issued in London, and this event launched a transformation of pop music all over the world. Made by a four-man rock ’n’ roll band called the Sex Pistols, and written by singer Johnny Rotten, the song distilled, in crudely poetic form, a critique of modern society once set out by a small group of Paris-based intellectuals. First organized in 1952 as the Lettrist International, and refounded in 1957 at a conference of European avant-garde artists as the Situationist International, the group gained its greatest notoriety during the French revolt of May 1968, when the premises  of its critique were distilled into crudely poetic slogans and spray-painted across the walls of Paris, after which the critique was given up to history and the group disappeared. The group looked back to the surrealists of the 1920s, the dadaists who made their names during and just after the First World War, the young Karl Marx, Saint-Just, various medieval heretics, and the Knights of the Round Table.


My conviction is that such circumstances are primarily odd. For a gnomic, gnostic critique dreamed up by a handful of Left Bank cafe prophets to reappear a quarter-century later, to make the charts, and then to come to life as a whole new set of demands on culture—this is almost transcendently odd.


CONNECTIONS


Connections between the Sex Pistols, dada, the so grandly named Situationist International, and even forgotten heresies are not original with me. In the early days of London punk, one could hardly find an article on the topic without the word “dada” in it: punk was “like dada,” everybody said, though nobody said why, let alone what that was supposed to mean. References to Malcolm McLaren’s supposed involvement with the spectral “SI” were insider currency in the British pop press, but that currency didn’t seem to buy anything.


Still, all this sounded interesting—even if for me “dada” was barely a word, only vaguely suggesting some bygone art movement (Paris in the Golden Twenties? something like that); even if I’d never heard of the Situationist International. So I began to poke around, and the more I found, the less I knew. All sorts of people had made these connections, but no one had made anything of them—and soon enough my attempt to make something of them led me from the card catalogue at the university library in Berkeley to the dada founding site in Zurich, from Gil J Wolman’s bohemian flat in Paris to Michèle Bernstein’s seventeenth-century parsonage in the south of England, from Alexander Trocchi’s junkie pad in London back to books that had stood on library shelves for thirty years before I checked them out. It took me to microfilm machines unspooling the unambiguous public speech of my own childhood—and it is queer to crank through old newspapers  for the confirming date of some fragment of a private obsession one hopes to turn into public speech, to be distracted by the ads, made so clumsy and transparent by time, to feel that, yes, the past is another country, a nice place to visit but you wouldn’t want to live there, to happen upon the first dispatches on the overthrow of the Arbenz government in Guatemala, to read the dead news as if it were a crummy parody of CIA disinformation, and then to pick up the day’s paper and follow the consequences: faces, says the reporter in 1984, three decades after Arbenz passed into microfilm, now removed from questionable citizens by means of bayonets, then hung on trees to dry into masks. Time marches on.


This was no heroic quest; some of those books deserved to sit for another thirty years. More than anything it was play, or an itch that needed to be scratched: the pursuit of a real story, or the pursuit of a non sequitur for the pleasures only a non sequitur can bring. Research makes time march forward, it makes time march backward, and it also makes time stand still. Two years and ten thousand miles later, I had before me the first numbers of Potlatch, a Lettrist International newsletter that was given away in Paris in the mid-1950s; in its mimeographed pages, “criticism of architecture” was presented as the key to the criticism of life. Renamed “M. Sing-Sing,” the great architect Le Corbusier was damned as a “builder of slums.” His Radiant City was dismissed as an authoritarian experiment in social engineering, a huddle of “vertical ghettos” and tower-block “morgues”: the true function of Le Corbusier’s celebrated “machines for living,” one read in Potlatch, was to produce machines to live in them. “Decor determines gestures,” said the LI; “we will build passionate houses.” With a megalomania that belied its smudgy typescripts, the LI was writing words that “Anarchy in the U.K.” would put in Bob Geldof’s mouth—that was easy enough to imagine. But remembering my Guatemalan time travels in the microfilm room, I wondered what, if anything, it meant for the Sex Pistols’ story that in the summer of 1954 the Potlatch writers (Gil J Wolman, Michèle Bernstein, the four others who at that moment were putting their names on the pages) had fixed on the CIA’s ouster of the reformist Arbenz as a central social fact, as a metaphor—a means to the language of the “old world” they said they were going to destroy, of the “new civilization” they said they were going to create.


Here were prescient versions of the next week’s news, as Potlatch brought Saint-Just back from the guillotine to render a “judgment in advance” on Arbenz’s refusal to arm Guatemalan workers against the inevitable coup (“Those who make a revolution by halves only dig their own graves”)—plus incomprehensible references to the Catharist heretics of thirteenth-century France and the latest discoveries in particle physics. And here too was the first note of what would become a recurrent situationist theme: the idea of “the vacation” as a sort of loop of alienation and domination, a symbol of the false promises of modern life, a notion that as CLUB MED—A CHEAP HOLIDAY IN OTHER PEOPLE’S MISERY would become graffiti in Paris in May 1968, and then, it seemed, turn into “Holidays in the Sun.” “Following Spain or Greece, Guatemala can now count itself among those countries suitable for tourism,” the LI wrote coolly, noting that the firing squads of the new government were already cleaning the streets of Guatemala City. “Someday we hope to make the trip.”


THE QUESTION


The question of ancestry in culture is spurious. Every new manifestation in culture rewrites the past, changes old maudits into new heroes, old heroes into those who should have never been born. New actors scavenge the past for ancestors, because ancestry is legitimacy and novelty is doubt—but in all times forgotten actors emerge from the past not as ancestors but as familiars. In the 1920s in literary America it was Herman Melville; in the rock ’n’ roll 1960s it was Mississippi bluesman Robert Johnson of the 1930s; in the entropic Western 1970s it was the carefully absolutist German critic Walter Benjamin of the 1920s and 1930s. In 1976 and 1977, and in the years to follow, as symbolically remade by the Sex Pistols, it was, perhaps, dadaists, lettrists, situationists, and various medieval heretics.


Listening to the records, it was hard to tell. Looking at the connections others had made and taken for granted (check a fact, it wasn’t there), I found myself caught up in something that was less a matter of cultural genealogy, of tracing a line between pieces of a found story, than of making the story up. As it emerged out of the shadow of known events it was a marginal story, each manifestation claiming, in its brief moment, the whole world, and then relegated to a long number in the Dewey decimal system. Though almost silence as against the noise of wars and revolutions, it was a story seemingly endemic to the century, a story that repeatedly speaks and repeatedly loses its voice; it was, it seemed, a voice that only had to speak to lose itself.


As I tried to follow this story—the characters changing into each other’s clothes until I gave up trying to make them hold still—what appealed to me were its gaps, and those moments when the story that has lost its voice somehow recovers it, and what happens then. Long before I tracked down Potlatch, I’d come across an advertisement for it, titled “The Gilded Legend,” dated 1954, a page in Les Lèvres nues, a slick-paper, Belgian neo-surrealist review. “The century has known a few great incendiaries,” the ad read. “Today they’re dead, or finishing up preening in the mirror … Everywhere, youth (as it calls itself) discovers a few blunted knives, a few defused bombs, under thirty years of dust and debris; shaking in its shoes, youth hurls them upon the consenting rabble, which salutes it with its oily laugh.” Promising that Potlatch knew a way out of this dead end, the LI publicist was talking about what fragments remained of surrealist knives and dada bombs; now it seems to me that the Lettrist International (just a few young people who for a few years banded together under that name in a search for a way to amuse themselves, to change the world) was itself a bomb, unnoticed in its own time, which would explode decades later as “Anarchy in the U.K.” and “Holidays in the Sun.”


Such a claim is not so much an argument about the way the past makes the present as it is a way of suggesting that the entanglement of now and then is fundamentally a mystery. Potlatch, as it described itself, drew “its title from the name, used among the Indians of North America, of a pre-commercial form of the circulation of goods, founded on the reciprocity of sumptuary gifts”; the “non-saleable goods such a free bulletin can distribute are previously unpublished desires and questions, and only their thorough analysis by others can constitute a return gift.” This book grew out of a desire to come to grips with the power of “Anarchy in the U.K.” as music, to understand its fecundity as culture; it may be that the key to those questions is not that the Sex Pistols could have traced their existence to the LI’s gift, but that, blindly, they returned the gift—and in a form those who first offered it, aesthetes who would have been appalled to see their theories turned into cheap commodities, would never recognize. If “Anarchy in the U.K.” truly did distill an old, forgotten social critique, that is interesting; if, in a new “potlatch,” in a conversation of a few thousand songs, “Anarchy in the U.K.” brought that critique to life—that is something far more than interesting.


This story, if it is a story, doesn’t tell itself; once I’d glimpsed its outlines, I wanted to shape the story so that every fragment, every voice, would speak in judgment of every other, even if the people behind each voice had never heard of the others. Especially if they hadn’t; especially if, in “Anarchy in the U.K.,” a twenty-year-old called Johnny Rotten had rephrased a social critique generated by people who, as far as he knew, had never been born. Who knew what else was part of the tale? If one can stop looking at the past and start listening to it, one might hear echoes of a new conversation; then the task of the critic would be to lead speakers and listeners unaware of each other’s existence to talk to one another. The job of the critic would be to maintain the ability to be surprised at how the conversation goes, and to communicate that sense of surprise to other people, because a life infused with surprise is better than a life that is not.


My wish to make sense of the outline I began with became a wish to make sense of the confusion the outline immediately produced: to make sense of such cryptic pronouncements, mysteries blithely claiming all the weight of history, as that made by Marxist sociologist Henri Lefebvre in 1975—




to the degree that modernity has a meaning, it is this: it carries within itself, from the beginning, a radical negation—Dada, this event which took place in a Zurich cafe.





Or that of the situationists in 1963: “The moment of real poetry brings all the unsettled debts of history back into play.” Was that line, I wondered, a clue to the promise of the Berlin dadaists in 1919?




dada is the only savings bank that pays interest in eternity.





Or to the appeal of the Sex Pistols’ most famous slogan, “NO FUTURE”? To the no-future chill in the face of lettrist Serge Berna as he posed for the camera in 1952? To the manifesto of one Guy-Ernest Debord, running a few pages on in the same obscure volume that carried Berna’s portrait: “The art of the future will be the overthrow of situations, or nothing”? Or to the boast the situationists left behind in 1964:




While present-day impotence rambles on about the belated project of “getting into the twentieth century,” we think it is high time to put an end to the dead time that has dominated this century, and to finish the Christian era with the same stroke. Here as elsewhere, it’s a matter of breaking the bounds of measurement. Ours is the best effort so far to get out of the twentieth century.





We are already a long way from a pop song—but a pop song was supposed to be a long way from “I am an antichrist.” We are already at a point where an appeal to rock ’n’ roll will tell us almost nothing worth knowing, though this is, finally, a rock ’n’ roll story. Real mysteries cannot be solved, but they can be turned into better mysteries.
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VERSION ONE


THE LAST SEX PISTOLS CONCERT

























THE LAST SEX PISTOLS CONCERT





His teeth were ground down to points. So one heard, when Johnny Rotten rolled his r’s; when in 1918 draft dodger Richard Huelsenbeck told a polite Berlin audience gathered to hear a lecture on a new tendency in the arts that “We were for the war and Dadaism today is still for war. Life must hurt—there aren’t enough cruelties”; when in 1649 the Ranter Abiezer Coppe unfurled his Fiery Flying Roll (“Thus saith the Lord, I inform you, that I overturn, overturn, overturn”); when in 1961 the Situationist International issued a prophecy, a “warning to those who build ruins: after the town planners will come the last troglodytes of the slums and the ghettos. They will know how to build. The privileged ones from the dormitory towns will only know how to destroy. Much can be expected from the meeting of these two forces: it will define the revolution.”


So one heard when Johnny Rotten rolled his r’s; so one might have heard, anyway.


IN 1975


In 1975 a teenager who would be called Johnny Rotten turned himself into a living poster and paraded down London’s King’s Road to World’s End—the end of the street—with “I HATE” scrawled above the printed logo of a Pink Floyd t-shirt. He dyed what was left of his chopped-off hair green and made his way through the tourist crowds spitting at hippies, who tried to ignore him. One day he was pointed out to a businessman who was attempting to put together a band. The drummer remembered the teenager’s audition, which took place in front of a jukebox, the boy mouthing the words to Alice Cooper’s “Eighteen”: “We thought he’s got what we want. Bit of a lunatic, a front man. That’s what we was after: a front man who had definite ideas about what he wanted to do and he’d definitely got them. And we knew straight away. Even though he couldn’t sing. We wasn’t particularly interested in that because we were still learning to play at the time.”


It may be that in the mind of their self-celebrated Svengali, King’s Road boutique owner Malcolm McLaren, the Sex Pistols were never meant to be more than a nine-month wonder, a cheap vehicle for fast money, a few laughs, a touch of the old épater la bourgeoisie. He had recruited them out of his store, found them a place to rehearse, given them a ridiculously offensive name, preached to them about the emptiness of pop music and the possibilities of ugliness and confrontation, told them they had as good a chance as anyone to make a noise, told them they had the right. If all else failed they could be a living poster for his shop, which always needed a new poster: before settling on Seditionaries in 1977, McLaren called his store Let It Rock in 1971, when it sold Teddy Boy clothes and old 45s; Too Fast to Live Too Young to Die in 1973, when it sold biker clothes and youth-gang accessories; Sex in 1974, when it sold bondage gear, nonmarital aids, and “God Save Myra Hindley” t-shirts commemorating the woman who along with Ian Brady had in 1963 and 1964 committed the Moors Murders—child murders, which Hindley and Brady recorded on tape as an art statement. It may also be that in the mind of their chief theorist and propagandist, 1960s art student and had-been, would-be anarchist provacateur Malcolm McLaren, the Sex Pistols were meant to set the country on its ear, to recapture the power McLaren had first glimpsed in Jerry Lee Lewis’ “Great Balls of Fire” (“I’d never seen anything like it,” he said once, recalling a fellow pupil singing the song at a grammar-school talent show. “I thought his head was going to come off”), to finally unite music and politics, to change the world. Thrilled by the May 1968 revolt in France, McLaren had helped foment solidarity demonstrations in London and later sold t-shirts decorated with May ’68 slogans—even if, in his shop, “I TAKE MY DESIRES FOR REALITY BECAUSE I BELIEVE IN THE REALITY OF MY DESIRES,” the slogan of the Enragés, the tiny cabal of students that began the uprising, mainly helped closeted businessmen work up the nerve to buy McLaren’s rubber suits. McLaren would sell anything: in late 1978, after ex–Sex Pistols bassist Sid Vicious was arrested for the murder of Nancy Spungen, his girlfriend, McLaren rushed out “I’M ALIVE—SHE’S DEAD—I’M YOURS” Sid Vicious t-shirts (to help raise money for Vicious’ defense, McLaren said). But not long before, he’d been carrying around copies of Christopher Gray’s Leaving the 20th Century, the first English-language anthology of situationist writings, which he and Jamie Reid had helped publish in 1974.





[image: ]

American version of Malcolm McLaren’s shop








He tried to get people to read it. “It’s just a little more than a 20th century interpretation of Marxist essays on alienated labor,” said Peter Urban, manager of the Dils, a Los Angeles punk band “into class war” (their first single was “I Hate the Rich,” the principal result of which was a tune by the rival Vom, “I Hate the Dils”). “It’s a little of that,” said McLaren, “but it is very, very strong. The good thing about it was all those slogans you can take up without being party to a movement. Being in a movement often stifles creative thinking and certainly, from the point of view of a young kid, the ability to announce yourself … That’s the greatest thing, that it allows you to do that. There is a certain aggression and arrogance in there that’s exciting …” Old hat, said Urban, ignoring the interesting conclusions McLaren was drawing, and ignoring too the sticker on the cover of the book, which carried a quote from a review by John Berger: “one of the most lucid and pure political formulations of the ’60s.” “Lost Prophets,” Berger’s review was titled; had the rest of it been somehow squeezed onto the sticker, it could have taken the conversation even farther afield, or closer to home.


The conversation was appearing in the May 1978 issue of Slash, an L.A. punk magazine; the number, a note on the contents page read, was “dedicated to the handful of enragés (French for maniacs, fanatics, crazies) who, ten years ago, tried to change life.” The dedication was illustrated with “une jeunesse que l’avenir inquiète trop souvent” (a youth disturbed too often by the future), a once-famous poster by the May ’68 art-student collective Atelier populaire: it showed a young woman with her head covered in surgical gauze and a safety pin jamming her lips closed. After ten years, with May ’68 all but forgotten in the United States, this was true archaeology. It was an odd return to strange times, when apparently trivial disruptions on a university campus in the Paris suburbs had begun a chain reaction of refusal—when first students, then factory workers, then clerks, professors, nurses, doctors, athletes, bus drivers, and artists refused work, took to the streets, threw up barricades, and fought off the police, or turned back upon their workplaces, occupied them, fought off their unions, and transformed their workplaces into laboratories of debate and critique, when the walls of Paris bled with unusual slogans—when ten million people  brought a signal version of modern society to a standstill. “In the confusion and tumult of the May revolt,” Bernard E. Brown wrote in Protest in Paris, his unique academic account of May ’68, “the slogans and shouts of the students were considered expressions of mass spontaneity and individual ingenuity. Only afterward was it evident that these slogans”—




REVOLUTION CEASES TO BE THE MOMENT IT BECOMES NECESSARY TO BE SACRIFICED FOR IT IT IS FORBIDDEN TO FORBID NEITHER GODS NOR MASTERS DOWN WITH THE ABSTRACT, LONG LIVE THE EPHEMERAL AFTER GOD, ART IS DEAD DOWN WITH A WORLD WHERE THE GUARANTEE THAT WE WON’T DIE OF STARVATION HAS BEEN PURCHASED WITH THE GUARANTEE THAT WE WILL DIE OF BOREDOM CLUB MED, A CHEAP HOLIDAY IN OTHER PEOPLE’S MISERY DON’T CHANGE EMPLOYERS, CHANGE THE EMPLOYMENT OF LIFE NEVER WORK CHANCE MUST BE SYSTEMATICALLY EXPLORED RUN, COMRADE, THE OLD WORLD IS BEHIND YOU BE CRUEL THE MORE YOU CONSUME THE LESS YOU LIVE LIVE WITHOUT DEAD TIME, INDULGE UNTRAMMELED DESIRE PEOPLE WHO TALK ABOUT REVOLUTION AND CLASS STRUGGLE WITHOUT REFERRING EXPLICITLY TO EVERYDAY LIFE, WITHOUT UNDERSTANDING WHAT IS SUBVERSIVE ABOUT LOVE AND POSITIVE ABOUT THE REFUSAL OF CONSTRAINTS, HAVE CORPSES IN THEIR MOUTHS UNDER THE PAVING STONES, THE BEACH!





—“were fragments of a consistent and seductive ideology that had virtually all appeared in situationist tracts and publications … Mainly through their agency there welled up in the May Revolt an immense force of protest against the modern world and all its works, blending passion, mystery, and the primeval.” “This explosion,” said President Charles de Gaulle in the June speech with which he recaptured power, “was provoked by a few groups in revolt against modern society, against consumer society, against technological society, whether communist in the East or capitalist in the West—groups, moreover, which do not know what they would put in its place, but which delight in negation.” “The Beginning of an Epoch,” proclaimed the lead article in the twelfth and last number of the journal Internationale situationniste in 1969. “The death rattle of the historical irrelevants,” said Zbigniew Brzezinski.


In 1978, when Brzezinski was national security adviser to the president of the United States and “The Beginning of an Epoch” was, in English, a badly translated, smudgy pamphlet long out of print, Slash readers were expected to recall the unscheduled holiday of May ’68 approximately as dimly as they might recall Gary “U.S.” Bonds’s small 1965 hit “Seven Day Weekend.” The reader was to look casually at the blind reference of the Atelier populaire poster, and then to superimpose the best-known Sex Pistols graphic, Jamie Reid’s photo-collage for “God Save the Queen,” which featured H.R.H. Elizabeth II with a safety pin through her lips; out of the ether of unmade history, connections were supposed to tumble like counters in a slot machine. “The revolutionary hopes of the 1960s, which culminated in 1968,” John Berger wrote in 1975,




are now blocked or abandoned. One day they will break out again, transformed, and be lived again with different results. I mean only that; I am not prophesying the difference. When that happens, the Situationist programme (or anti-programme) will probably be recognized as one of the most lucid and pure political formulations of that earlier, historic decade, reflecting, in an extreme way, its desperate force and privileged weakness.





As manager of the Dils, Peter Urban would not have been interested in such sentimental meanderings. There was a world to win, he told McLaren, tactics to be formulated, ideology to be fixed, and anyway … McLaren cut him off. “So, Peter, how come you’re managing a band with a name like a pickle? Or a dildo, what’s the controversy there?”


The Sex Pistols had sparked the Dils; when I saw them play in 1979, they were a helpless imitation, nothing more. By the time Nancy Spungen was stabbed to death, the Sex Pistols had sparked new bands all over the world, and more of them than anyone could count were doing things no one in rock ’n’ roll had done before. But as an above-ground group—a commercial possibility, an international scandal—the Sex Pistols lasted little longer than nine months: they saw the release of their first record on 4 November 1976, and ceased to exist as much more than an asset in a lawsuit on 14 January 1978, when, immediately following the last show of their single American tour, Johnny Rotten quit the band, claiming that McLaren, in his lust for fame and money, had betrayed everything the Sex Pistols ever stood for. And what was that? For guitarist Steve Jones, an illiterate petty criminal, and drummer Paul Cook, a sometime electrician’s helper, it was girls and good times. For original bassist Glen Matlock, former art student and Sex shop clerk, it was pop music. For Sid Vicious, the junkie who replaced him, it was pop stardom. As for Johnny Rotten, he would say many different things (including, after the fall: “Steve can go off and become Peter Frampton”—he didn’t; “Sid can go off and kill himself”—he did; “Paul can go back to being an electrician”—he may still), and, one suspected, had yet to say what he meant.
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Atelier populaire poster, May 1968
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Sex Pistols flyer by Jamie Reid, 1977








THE SEX PISTOLS


The Sex Pistols called their final performance the worst of their career, but to the five thousand people packed into San Francisco’s Winterland Ballroom on 14 January 1978, that performance was as close to Judgment Day as a staged event can be—and not because many had seen the leaflets evangelists  were distributing outside: “There’s a Johnny Rotten in each of us, and he doesn’t need to be liberated—he needs to be crucified!”


That would have been old news to Johnny Rotten; one of his publicity photos showed him nailed to a cross. In London the subculture generated by the Sex Pistols and their first followers had already been pronounced dead by those whose business it is to make such pronouncements: a once-secret society diffused by headlines and tourism. Or was it that, in the beginning, punk was indeed a sort of secret society, dedicated not to the guarding of a secret but to its pursuit, a society based on a blind conviction that there was a secret to be found? Was it that once the secret was seemingly discovered, once punk became an ideology of protest and self-expression—once people knew what to expect, once they understood just what they would get when they paid their money, or what they would do to earn it—the story was ready for its footnotes?


In the United States, primitive enclaves had formed across the country (nightclubs, fanzines, record stores, a half-dozen high school students here, a trio of artists there, a girl locked in her room staring at her new haircut in the mirror)—though perhaps less in response to the thrill of hearing $10 import copies of the banned “Anarchy” single than to newspaper and TV features about London teenagers mutilating their faces with common household objects. Real discoveries were taking place, out of nothing (“The original scene,” said a founder of the Los Angeles punk milieu, “was made of people who were taking chances and operating on obscure fragments of information”); for some, those discoveries, a new way of walking and a new way of talking, would dramatize the contradictions of everyday existence for years to come, would keep life more interesting than it would have otherwise been.


“Now it’s time for audience participation,” Joe Strummer of the Clash said from the stage in late 1976. “I want you all to tell me what exactly you’re doing here.” As they waited for the Sex Pistols to take the stage at Winterland, probably a lot of people wondered what they were doing there—wondered why their expectations were so confused, and so fierce. In all the stories coded in that moment, at least one was simply musical; compared to everything the music secretly contained, that story was almost silent, but I will tell that story first.





HAVE YOU


“Have you seen the Sex Pistols?” Joe Strummer whispered to Graham Parker one night in early 1976—it was as if he were passing on a rumor so unlikely he was afraid to raise his voice. They were part of the London “pub rock” scene (Parker chasing echoes of Wilson Pickett and the Temptations, Strummer looking for Chuck Berry and Gene Vincent): one more abortive attempt to bring the bloated music of the 1970s back to basics. “No,” said Parker. “The Sex Pistols?” “Whole new thing, man,” said Strummer. “Whole new thing.”


Straight away, Strummer quit his rock revival band to form the Clash: “Yesterday I thought I was a crud,” he would later say he said to friends who asked him why. “Then I saw the Sex Pistols, and I became a king.” It’s a good story, too good to be true, but it was true in the music, and never more so than in the music of the Slits. They were the first all-female punk band: four teenagers who hadn’t the slightest idea of how to do anything but climb onto a stage and shout. They said “Fuck you”; it meant “Why not.” It was the sound, Jon Savage wrote long after the fact, of people discovering their own power.


ALL THE SLITS


All the Slits really left behind is an object screaming with muteness: a nameless lp in a blank bootleg sleeve. I like to think the disc is called “Once upon a time in a living room,” but there’s no way to be sure; with phrases scrawled at random across the label in lieu of titles, you have to decide the names of the songs from the choices offered. “A Boring Life,” then: once the music starts I’ve never tried to understand a word.


One Slit giggles; a second asks, “You ready?,” another answers “Ready?” as if she never could be, then the fourth returns the giggle like Alice diving down the rabbit hole: “Ah, ah, oh nooooo—” It’s the last sound you hear at the crest of a roller coaster, and in the dead pause that follows you have time to remember Elvis in Sam Phillips’ Sun studios in 1955, setting up “Milkcow Blues Boogie” with a little rehearsed dialogue (“Hold it, fellas! That don’t move me! Let’s get real, real gone for a change!”), except that the Slits’ dialogue is too trivial to have been rehearsed, let alone lead anywhere, and then the silence is collapsed by an unyielding noise. This compressed drama—embarrassment to anticipation, hesitation to panic, silence to sound—is what punk was all about.


The Slits were Ari Up, lead singer; Palmolive, drums; Viv Albertine, guitar; Tessa, bass. The Rolling Stone Rock Almanac entry for 11 March 1977: “The Slits make their stage debut, opening for the Clash at the Roxy in London … [They] will have to bear the double curse of their sex and their style, which takes the concept of enlightened amateurism to an extreme … The Slits will respond to charges of incompetence by inviting members of the audience on stage to play while the four women take to the floor to dance.” A line from an old Jamaican 45 comes to mind—from Prince Buster’s “Barrister Pardon,” the finale to his Judge Dread trilogy, the tale of an avenger come from Ethiopia to rid the Kingston slums of its rude-boy hooligans. Across three singles he sentences teenage murderers to hundreds of years in prison, jails their lawyers when they have the temerity to appeal, reduces everyone in the courtroom to tears, then sets everyone free and highsteps down from the bench to lead the crowd in a cakewalk: “I am the judge, but I know how to dance.” With “A Boring Life,” the Slits judged every other version of rock ’n’ roll: “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” “Barrister Pardon,” the crummy official records they themselves would make after their moment had passed.


Nothing could keep up with it. Shouting and shrieking, out of guitar flailings the group finds a beat, makes a rhythm, begins to shape it; the rhythm gets away and they chase it down, overtake it, and keep going. Squeaks, squeals, snarls, and whines—unmediated female noises never before heard as pop music—course through the air as the Slits march hand in hand through a storm they themselves have created. It’s a performance of joy and revenge, an armed playground chant; every musical chance is taken, and for these women playing the simplest chord was taking a chance: their amateurism was not enlightened.


“No more rock ’n’ roll for you / No more rock ’n’ roll for me,” goes a drunken moan elsewhere on the record, echoing the Sex Pistols’ chorus for no-future—some unidentified man was singing, maybe a guy running the tape recorder, but it was the Slits’ affirmation that whatever they were doing, they wouldn’t call it rock ’n’ roll. This was music that refused its own name, which meant it also refused its history—from this moment, no one knew what rock ’n’ roll was, and so almost anything became possible, or impossible, as rock ’n’ roll: random noise was rock ’n’ roll, and the Beatles were not. Save for the buried productions of a few cult prophets—such American avatars as Captain Beefheart, mid-1960s garage bands like Count Five or the Shadows of Knight, the Velvet Underground and the Stooges of the late 1960s, the New York Dolls and Jonathan Richman and the Modern Lovers of the early 1970s, and the reggae voice of gnostic exile—punk immediately discredited the music that preceded it; punk denied the legitimacy of anyone who’d ever had a hit, or played as if he knew how to play. Destroying one tradition, punk revealed a new one.
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Looking back, it remains possible to take this version of the rock ’n’ roll story for the truth, as the whole story—not because the music punk discredited was worthless, but because what little remains of the Slits’ music allows you to imagine that the sound they made communicated more completely and more mysteriously than the most carefully crafted work of anyone who came before or after. “A Boring Life,” heard as it was made in 1977 or heard a decade later, rewrites the history of rock ’n’ roll.


IT’S SAID


It’s said that in the 1950s fifteen thousand black vocal groups made records. I don’t know if this is true; when I first came across the figure, my eyes bugged out. Punk made it credible.


Only the smallest fraction of those groups would have been heard by the public, though all would have been bent on the public—on fame and money, and on the sensation that if only in the fantasy utopia of a three-minute record, this was the momentary empowerment of people who never before had reason to think anyone might be interested in what they sounded like, or what they had to say. It was a surge of new voices unprecedented in the history of popular culture, and along with other forms of early rock ’n’ roll—the sophisticated rhythm and blues of Ray Charles and Clyde McPhatter’s Drifters, the rockabilly of Elvis, Carl Perkins, and Jerry Lee Lewis, the mad irruptions of Little Richard, the savvy teen anthems of Chuck Berry, the surprises of noisemakers like the Monotones—this event marked the transformation of popular music all over the world. “I must speak to a boy named Elvis Presley,” said the headmistress of a London comprehensive academy in 1956, “because he has carved his name on every desk in the school.”




“It was so wonderful to have rediscovered at what was already an advanced age the sort of feelings I first had when I heard Little Richard and Elvis Presley as a kid. It was exciting, but there was an element of fear as well—you thought, ‘Can this be real?’ You went to the gigs and there was a feeling that you were participating in something that had come from another planet, it seemed so remarkable that it was happening at all.”


—BBC disc jockey John Peel, 1986, on London punk, 1976





The next major event in rock ’n’ roll—the emergence of the Beatles in Liverpool and London between 1962 and 1963, powered by the black rock of James Brown, Motown in Detroit, and Stax in Memphis—produced no such cacophony. Countless new bands recorded, but once revitalized the music was soon dominant and entrenched across the West; linked to the social revolt of American blacks, then to the international rebellion of white youth, rock ’n’ roll grew self-important. Hailed as art, it grew self-conscious. The spirit that brought the sound to the attention of the world in the first place—the eagerness to do absolutely anything to get heard that still leaps out of so many 1950s 45s, or for that matter out of so many third-rate 1964 Beatle imitations—was replaced by a cult of wisdom, responsibility, and virtuosity.


Bypassed the first time around by hundreds of tiny independent labels, from the mid-1960s the major record companies covered the major artists and built a center; idiosyncratic music, a concept that would have made no sense at all in 1956, soon sounded merely cranky. By 1967, a pop year organized around the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, rock ’n’ roll was governed by an ideology of affirmation, creativity, and novelty. Almost everything sounded hopeful, significant, and new, but in fact the music was imploding. Almost everything was aimed at the center, and the spinning center threw off whatever was not. End-of-the-decade warnings—the Beatles’ “A Day in the Life,” the Rolling Stones’ Let It Bleed, Bob Dylan’s John Wesley Harding, the Velvet Underground’s White Light/White Heat, John Lennon’s Plastic Ono Band, Sly and the Family Stone’s There’s a riot goin’ on, the post-Riot wave of disillusioned, politicized black pop—were ignored even by those who made them. The music business moved toward rationalization; the process was almost complete by 1975, when leisure-service conglomerates had concentrated record sales in the hands of corporations hardly more numerous than American auto manufacturers. “Entertainment isn’t a suspension of belief,” Michael Ventura wrote in 1985, “but a suspension of values. It may even be said that this is the meaning of ‘entertainment’ as it is practiced among us: the relief of suspending values with which we are tired of living and frightened of living without …To go from a job you don’t like to watching a screen on which others live more intensely than you … this is American life, by and large”; Ventura could as easily have said modern life. In 1977, in its annual report, Warner Communications, then the leading leisure-service corporation, had already faced the problem:




Entertainment has become a necessity. The statement seems unsupportable: can entertainment be necessary in the sense that food, clothing and shelter are necessary? … the problem in the above statement is not with the word “necessary,” but with the word “entertainment.” As recently as twenty years ago, “entertainment”—diversion, amusement—would have served adequately to describe the vast majority of movies, television, radio, popular print and recorded sound. But today the word seems inadequate, outdistanced by events. The role of these media is now far more various and crucial than the pleasurable passing of time. In their mechanical operations … the media [have remained] essentially the same. Yet in their personal and social usefulness, they are utterly changed … The pace of world industrialization that has steadily accelerated since the 19th century is widely believed to have effected a severe challenge to individual identity: an increasingly efficient and standardized world jeopardizes personal freedom, importance and opportunity, with a consequent sensation of disenfranchisement of self.





This is what, in 1956, Harold Rosenberg meant when he spoke of “proletarianization”: the “process of depersonalization and passivity” brought on by modern social organization, the extension of “the psychic condition of the nineteenth-century factory worker” into the totality of twentieth-century society. “Demoralized by their strangeness to themselves and by their lack of control over their relations with others,” Rosenberg said, “members of every class surrender themselves to artificially constructed mass egos that promise to restore their links with the past and future.” In 1977 Warner Communications did not see things so bleakly:




Having allowed technology to create the problem, man has begun using technology to redress it. With the exponentially increased availability of all forms of communication, the media of “entertainment” have been pressed into service to provide the individual with models of experience, opportunities for self-recognition, and the ingredients of identity … The movement of information—at many rates of speed, to many kinds of people—is the business of Warner Communications. And the phenomenal growth of our company, along with other leaders in the field, reflects a marriage of culture and technology unprecedented in history, and a commensurate revolution in the human sense of self.





THE WORLD


The world had prospered despite the disappearance of the Jordan Motor Car Company, makers of the Jordan Playboy, the most glamorous American automobile of the 1920s; presumably the world could get along without the equivalent of fifteen thousand doo-wop groups making records. With the market hugely expanded and organized from the top down, record sales boomed, even though the flush economy of the 1960s was giving way to an irrational, shrinking economy that mocked traditional values, be they the pre-rock values of work-hard-and-save-your-money or the already traditional 1960s values of don’t-work-and-get-it-while-you-can. The plague hit the U.K. before the U.S.A., which would take a couple of years to catch up. It is no accident that The Ice Age, Margaret Drabble’s novel about the economic and social collapse of Britain, peopled with characters who actively welcomed depression as a relief from anxiety, appeared at the same time as the Sex Pistols. Both sought a purchase on a world in which society’s promises were no longer kept, and in which those who believed they would be kept were swiftly exposed as fools.


Bills for war or social planning came due, Arabs with oil began dealing with the West like Westerners with guns once dealt with Arabs, unemployment rose, inflation soared, capital dried up. The world promised in the 1950s (“What do you want?” read a British ad in 1957. “Better and cheaper food? Lots of new clothes? A dream home with the latest comforts and labour-saving devices? A new car … a motor-launch … a light aircraft of your own? Whatever you want, it’s coming your way—plus greater leisure for enjoying it all. With electronics, automation and nuclear energy, we are entering on the new Industrial Revolution which will supply our every need … quickly … cheaply … abundantly”), a world apparently on the verge of realization in the 1960s, seemed like a cruel joke by 1975. Based less on concrete suffering than on blocked expectations, panic set in; so did the urge to seek revenge. Drabble wrote:
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The Penguins, one of 15,000 black vocal groups to make records in the 1950s










All over the nation, families who had listened to the news looked at one another and said, “Goodness me,” or “Whatever next,” or “I give up,” or “Well, fuck that,” before embarking on an evening’s viewing of colour television, or a large hot meal, or a trip to the pub, or a choral society evening. All over the country, people blamed other people for the things that were going wrong—the trades unions, the present government, the miners, the car workers, the seamen, the Arabs, the Irish, their own husbands, their own wives, their own idle good-for-nothing offspring, comprehensive education. Nobody knew whose fault it really was, but most people managed to complain fairly forcefully about somebody; only a few were stunned into honourable silence. Those who had been complaining for twenty years about the negligible rise in the cost of living did not, of course, have the grace to wish they had saved their breath to cool their porridge, because once a complainer always a complainer, so those who had complained most when there was nothing to complain about were having a really wonderful time now.





MAINSTREAM


Mainstream rock ’n’ roll, by 1975 nearly all-white and middle-class, continued to play out its string to rhythms that were nothing if not passively congruent. “Adventure” and “risk” had been watchwords, finally cant words, of the 1960s, an era which had itself become cant, “the sixties.” Now the deaths, breakdowns, and burnouts attendant upon the struggles and experiments of those times were converted into the cant watchword of the 1970s: “survival.”


Queer as the word might seem as a definition of choices open to people who were white, middle-class, and relatively young—for it was almost exclusively to such people that the word was applied—it proved impossible to resist. Through the magic of ordinary language, “survival” and its twin, “survivor,” wrote the 1960s out of history as a mistake and translated the 1970s performance of any act of personal or professional stability (holding a job, remaining married, staying out of a mental hospital, or simply not dying) into heroism. First corrupted as a reference to those “survivors” of “the sixties” who were now engaged in “real life,” the word contained an implacable equation: survival was real life.


Soon enough, anyone whose material or physical existence was patently not in jeopardy could claim the title of survivor, and to be named a survivor was to receive the highest praise. The idea grew arms and legs. Intimations of aggression crept in: ads for a new line of suitcases, “The Survivor,” made it plain that what was at stake was the survival of the fittest—in the jungle of the new economy, nothing else mattered. The idea conquered ontology as it overran ethics. “Garp is a survivor,” wrote a fan of John Irving’s novel The World According to Garp, knowing full well that Irving’s hero is shot to death at the age of thirty-three. Here was the ultimate victory of the idea over its word: the dead survivor.


The notion of what in 1976 Bruno Bettelheim called “a completely empty survivorship,” where “survival is all, it does not matter how, why, what for,” invaded every form of discourse. Bettelheim was writing about the new philosophical sanctification of “survival,” as opposed to even a fantasy of resistance, in Nazi extermination camps: according to such arguments as Lina Wertmuller’s film Seven Beauties and Terrence Des Pres’s camp-study, The Survivor, he said, “the only thing that is really important, is life in its crudest, merely biological form … we must ‘live beyond compulsions of culture’ and “by the body’s crude claims.’” One had to live, in other words, according to a dictatorship of necessity, not beyond culture but before it, and as Hannah Arendt once wrote, the dictates of the body were inimical to freedom: when survival took precedence, “freedom had to be surrendered to the urgency of the life process itself.” In 1951 in The Rebel, Albert Camus retold a different story—




Ernst Dwinger in his Siberian Diary mentions a German lieutenant—for years a prisoner in a camp where cold and hunger were almost unbearable—who constructed himself a silent piano with wooden keys. In the most abject misery, perpetually surrounded by a ragged mob, he composed a strange music audible to him alone





—a story, Camus said, of an “harmonious insurrection.” But Camus was no longer fashionable; neither were cold and hunger or the “state of constant want and acute misery” Arendt meant by “necessity.” Language turned inside out, so that culture was a compulsion, necessity a luxury, survival an affluent sensibility, and thus the creed of survivalism was embraced most eagerly not by those suffering privation, but by rock stars. You could read the new ideology off the record titles: Survivor, Rock and Roll Survivor, “You’re a Survivor,” I Survive, “Soul Survivor,” Street Survivors, Survival, Surviving, “I Will Survive,” on and on into endless redundancy—in almost every case signifying the offerings of performers who should have been stunned into an honorable silence years before, but who now found themselves granted the dispensation to purvey their wares forever and, what is more, to celebrate the act as a moral triumph, a triumph that devalued any effort to pursue adventure and risk. The exchange of a guarantee of dying of boredom for a guarantee of not dying of hunger was a good deal—the only game in town.


NOW


Now identified with those who had the money and the corporate affiliations to secure the most sophisticated and arcane tools, rock ’n’ roll became an old story: a parody of the time had a rock star demanding that his label fund the recording of his next album in outer space, but it didn’t come off as a parody. Rock ’n’ roll became an ordinary social fact, like a commute or a highway construction project. It became a habit, a structure, an invisible oppression.


A mythical era even as it unfolded, the sixties were based in the belief that since everything was true, everything was possible. Among rock stars, that Utopian ideology was by the 1970s reduced to a well-heeled solipsism. On the terms of the barefoot solipsism of extermination camp survival, even a fantasy of resistance—which by its nature almost had to be a fantasy of collectivity, of solidarity—was Utopian; insisting on the sensitivity of the individual as the source of all value, rock stars made a utopia out of solipsism. Like movie stars, they had made so much money that they remained untouched by and uninterested in what was happening in the world, and their renderings of a life of ease or of small problems proved attractive to a very large audience. There was no need for change; “change” began to seem like an old-fashioned, sixties word. The chaos in society at large called for a music of permanence and reassurance; in the pop world, time stood still. For years that seemed like decades, you could turn on the radio with the assurance that you would hear James Taylor’s “Fire and Rain,” Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven,” the Who’s “Behind Blue Eyes,” Rod Stewart’s “Maggie May.” It was all right; they were good songs.





SOME PEOPLE


Some people began to lose their taste for surprise; others had never known it. “People pay to see others believe in themselves,” Kim Gordon of the New York punk band Sonic Youth wrote in 1983. “On stage, in the midst of rock ’n’ roll, many things happen and anything can happen, whether people come as voyeurs or come to submit to the moment.” Such words would not have been written in the mid-1970s, when people paid to see others believe that others believed in them. As the concerts of the time ended, fans stood up, lit matches, held them high: they were praying.


It was 1974. Malcolm McLaren was briefly in the United States, managing the New York Dolls, then on their last legs. They had wandered into his shop, played him their records; he’d laughed. “I couldn’t believe how anybody could be so bad,” he said long after, citing the moment as the inspiration for the Sex Pistols. “The fact that they were so bad suddenly hit me with such force that I began to realize, ‘I’m laughing, I’m talking to these guys, I’m looking at them, and I’m laughing with them’; and I was suddenly impressed by the fact that I was no longer concerned with whether you could play well. Whether you were able to even know about rock ’n’ roll to the extent that you were able to write songs properly wasn’t important any longer … The Dolls really impressed upon me that there was something else. There was something wonderful. I thought how brilliant they were to be this bad.”


No doubt a year later McLaren would be playing Dolls records for the Sex Pistols, just as two decades before Sam Phillips had played old blues records for his new rockabilly singers. A banner McLaren painted up and hoisted over the Dolls’ last stages captured the dead time they never escaped: “WHAT ARE THE POLITICS OF BOREDOM?”


IT WAS


It was, once removed, a situationist slogan. “Boredom is always counterrevolutionary,” the situationists had liked to say. McLaren’s question mark was his way of asking how much power might be secreted in the slogans he put such stock in; to find the answer, you had to use the slogans. “Boredom is always counterrevolutionary”—the line was typical of the situationist style, of its voice, a blindside paradox of dead rhetoric and ordinary language floated just this side of non sequitur, the declarative statement turning into a question as you heard it: what does this mean?


You already know, the situationists had answered: all you lack is the consciousness of what you know. Our project is nothing more than a seductive, subversive restatement of the obvious: “Our ideas are in everyone’s mind.” Our ideas about how the world works, about why it must be changed, are in everyone’s mind as sensations almost no one is willing to translate into ideas, so we will do the translating. And that is all we have to do to change the world.


Boredom, to the situationists, was a supremely modern phenomenon, a modern form of control. In feudal times and for the first century of the Industrial Revolution, drudgery and privation produced numbing fatigue and horrible misery, no mystery, just a God-given fact: “In Adam’s fall so sinned we all,” and as for those few who knew neither fatigue nor misery, it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven. As the situationists saw modernity, limited work and relative abundance, city planning and the welfare state, produced not happiness but depression and boredom. With God missing, people felt their condition not exactly as a fact, but simply as a fatalism devoid of meaning, which separated every man and woman from every other, which threw all people back upon themselves. I’m not happy—what’s wrong with me?


Fatalism is acceptance: “Que sera, sera” is always counterrevolutionary. But as the situationists understood the modern world, boredom was less a question of work than of leisure. As they set out in the 1950s work seemed to be losing its hold on life; “automation” and “cybernetics” were wonderful new words. Leisure time was expanding—and in order to maintain their power, those who ruled, whether capitalist directors in the West or communist bureaucrats in the East, had to ensure that leisure was as boring as the new forms of work. More boring, if leisure was to replace work as the locus of everyday life, a thousand times more. What could be more productive of an atomized, hopeless fatalism than the feeling that one is deadened precisely where one ought to be having fun?


The eight men and women who gathered in the Italian town of Cosio d’Arroscia on 27 July 1957 to found the Situationist International pledged themselves to intervene in a future they believed to be on the verge of banishing both material necessity and individual autonomy. Modern technology had raised the specter of a world in which “work”—employment, wage labor, whatever tasks were performed because someone else said they had to be—might soon be no more than a fairy tale out of the Brothers Grimm. In a new world of unlimited leisure each individual might construct a life, just as in the old world a few privileged artists had constructed their representations of what life could be. It was an old dream, the dream of the young Karl Marx—every man his own artist!—but those who owned the present saw the future far more clearly than any of the sodden leftist sects claiming Marx’s legacy. Those who ruled were reorganizing social life not merely to maintain their control, but to intensify it; modern technics was a two-edged sword, a means to the domination of the free field of abundance and leisure that revolutionaries had fantasized for five hundred years. Thus boredom. Misery led to resentment, which sooner or later found its rightful target, those who ruled. Boredom was a haze, a confusion, and finally the ultimate mode of control, self-control, alienation perfected: a bad conscience.


In modern society, leisure (What do I want to do today?) was replaced by entertainment (What is there to see today?). The potential fact of all possible freedoms was replaced by a fiction of false freedom: I have enough time and money to see whatever there is to see, whatever there is to see others do. Because this freedom was false, it was unsatisfying, it was boring. Because it was boring, it left whoever was unsatisfied to contemplate his or her inability to respond to what, after all, was a hit show. It’s a good show, but I feel dead: my God, what’s wrong with me? It was leisure culture that produced boredom—produced it, marketed it, took the profits, reinvested them. So the world was going to be changed, announced the first number of Internationale situationniste in June 1958, “because we don’t want to be bored … raging and ill-informed youth, well-off adolescent rebels lacking a point of view but far from lacking a cause—boredom is what they all have in common. The situationists will execute the judgment contemporary leisure is pronouncing against itself.”


The situationists saw boredom as a social pathology; they looked for its negation among sociopaths. In the pages of their journal, lunatic criminals and rioters without manifestos sometimes seem like the only allies the writers are willing to embrace. The situationists meant to define a stance, not an ideology, because they saw all ideologies as alienations, transformations of subjectivity into objectivity, desire into a power that rendered the individual powerless: “There is no such thing as situationism,” they said for years. The world was a structure of alienations and ideologies, of hierarchies and bureaucracies, each of which they saw as a version of the other; thus they celebrated a madman’s slashing of a famous painting as a symbolic revolt against a bureaucratically administered alienation in which the ideology of the masterpiece reduced whoever looked at it to nothing. In the same way, they understood the responsible parade monitor who tried to keep people in check during a march against the Vietnam War as a bureaucratic ideologue enforcing a split between desire and comportment—and as much the enemy as General William Westmoreland, or for that matter Ho Chi Minh. Both the painting and the war were hit shows; whether a visit to the museum or a march in the street, both turned the spending of free time into the consumption of repression. The masterpiece convinced you that truth and beauty were someone else’s gift from God, the protest in favor of the struggle of the Vietnamese that revolution was a fact of someone else’s life. Neither could ever be yours, and so you left each show diminished, with less than you had brought to it. That, the situationists said again and again, was why the show had to be stopped, and could be: just as the tiny humiliations inflicted by the parade monitor were the essence of oppression, a fanatic’s exemplary act could prove that liberty was within everyone’s grasp.


The situationists announced themselves as revolutionaries, interested only in freedom, and freedom can mean the license to do anything, with consequences that are indistinguishable from murder, theft, looting, hooliganism, or littering—phenomena that, lacking anything better, the situationists were almost always ready to embrace as harbingers of revolution. But freedom can also mean the chance to discover what it is you truly want to do: to discover, as Edmund Wilson wrote in Paris in 1922, “for what drama one’s setting is the setting.” That too was what the situationists meant by leisure—and it was a lust not simply to discover but to create that drama that drove a twenty-five-year-old Parisian named Guy-Ernest Debord to gather artists and writers from France, Algeria, Italy, Denmark, Belgium, England, Scotland, Holland, and West Germany into the Situationist International in 1957. In 1975, with the defunct SI no more than a legend to a few one-time 1960s art students and student radicals, that drama was what McLaren was still seeking. What were the politics of boredom?
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Anonymous situationist-inspired leaflet, London, early 1980s
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DEBORD


Debord wrote “Theses on the Cultural Revolution” for the first number of Internationale situationniste: “Victory,” he said, “will be for those who know how to create disorder without loving it.” As empty of disorder as rock ’n’ roll was in 1975, McLaren understood that it remained the only form of culture the young cared about, and at thirty in 1975, he clung to a sixties definition of young—youth was an attitude, not an age. For the young everything flowed from rock ’n’ roll (fashion, slang, sexual styles, drug habits, poses), or was organized by it, or was validated by it. The young, who as legal phantoms had nothing and as people wanted everything, felt the contradiction between what life promised and what it delivered most keenly: youth revolt was a key to social revolt, and thus the first target of social revolt could be rock ’n’ roll. Connections could be made. If one could show that rock ’n’ roll, by the mid-1970s ideologically empowered as the ruling exception to the humdrum conduct of social life, had become simply the shiniest cog in the established order, then a demystification of rock ’n’ roll might lead to a demystification of social life.


To structure the situation in this way took real imagination, even genius —it doesn’t matter whose it was. In the past, rock ’n’ roll as a version of revolt had always been seen by its fans as a weapon or, more deeply, as an end in itself, self-justifying: a momentary version of the life everyone would live in the best of all possible worlds. Pete Townshend, in 1968:




Mother has just fallen down the stairs, dad’s lost all his money at the dog track, the baby’s got TB. In comes the kid with his transistor radio, grooving to Chuck Berry. He doesn’t give a shit about mom falling down the stairs … It’s a good thing that you’ve got a machine, a radio that puts out rock and roll songs and it makes you groove through the day. That’s the game, of course: When you are listening to a rock and roll song the way you listen to “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” or something similar, that’s the way you should really spend your whole life.





So McLaren heard when a fellow student got up to sing “Great Balls of Fire”—in 1958, the act itself was a negation of social facts. But when rock ’n’ roll had become just another social fact, this was self-defeating, even on the level of the next good song. By 1975, Townshend’s Candideisms removed rock ’n’ roll from the social realities that gave the music its kick. In 1958, even in 1968, a simple rock ’n’ roll performance could open up questions of identity, justice, repression, will, and desire; now it was organized to draw such questions into itself and make them disappear.


Who could say that “Fire and Rain,” “Stairway to Heaven,” “Behind Blue Eyes,” and “Maggie May” were not affirmations of freedom as they were made, and oppressions as they were used? Only those who refused to believe that the affirmation where freedom is grasped is rooted in a negation where freedom is glimpsed—and those people did not include McLaren and the Sex Pistols. Thus they damned rock ’n’ roll as a rotting corpse: a monster of moneyed reaction, a mechanism for false consciousness, a system of self-exploitation, a theater of glamorized oppression, a bore. Rock ’n’ roll, Johnny Rotten would say, was only the first of many things the Sex Pistols came to destroy. And yet because the Sex Pistols had no other weapons, because they were fans in spite of themselves, they played rock ’n’ roll, stripping it down to essentials of speed, noise, fury, and manic glee no one had touched before.


They used rock ’n’ roll as a weapon against itself. With all instruments but guitar, bass, drums, and voice written off as effete, as elitist accoutrements of a professionalist cult of technique, it was a music best suited to anger and frustration, focusing chaos, dramatizing the last days as everyday life, ramming all emotions into the narrow gap between a blank stare and a sardonic grin. The guitarist laid down a line of fire to cover the singer, the rhythm section put both in a pressure drop, and as a response to what was suddenly perceived as the totalitarian freeze of the modern world the music could seem like a version of it. It was also something new under the sun: a new sound.





IT’S THE OLDEST


It’s the oldest hype in the book—and the page that can’t be footnoted. After thirty years of rock ’n’ roll there are plenty of footnotes: collectors’ albums that allow a listener to go back in time, enter the studio that no longer exists, and hear the new sound as it was discovered, flubbed, or even denied. It is a displacing experience.


In Chicago in 1957, trying to cut “Little Village,” bluesman Sonny Boy Williamson and his white producer get into an argument over just what, exactly, constitutes a village—an argument resolved only when Williamson shouts, “Little village, motherfucker! You name it after yo’ mammy if you like!” As a footnote, this explains why Williamson proceeds to take up much of the song with a discussion of what distinguishes a village from a hamlet, a town, or a city; it also explains a great deal about the evolution of the master-slave relationship. In Memphis in 1954, guitarist Scotty Moore responds to a slow, sensual early take of “Blue Moon of Kentucky” by calling nineteen-year-old Elvis Presley a nigger; three years later in the same spot, Jerry Lee Lewis and Sam Phillips engage in an hysterical donnybrook over the question of rock ’n’ roll as music of salvation or damnation. These moments explain most of American culture.


In 1959 in New Orleans, Jimmy Clanton, much loathed over the years as a classic example of the white pretty boy who forced authentic black rockers into oblivion, begins “Go, Jimmy, Go,” his most loathsome hit. He pauses: “Bop bop bop ba da da,” he lilts to the control booth. “Am I singing Mickey Mouse enough yet?” “A little bit more!” comes the answer. “Geez, I’m not Frankie Avalon,” says Clanton, just before turning himself into Frankie Avalon. This explains that Clanton’s heart was in the right place.


Again in Chicago in 1957, Chuck Berry is about to make another run at “Johnny B. Goode.” “Take three!” shouts the producer. “Gotta be good!” Berry and his band lean into the tune, but the opening passage—in the version that made the charts, the most deliciously explosive opening in rock ’n’ roll—isn’t there. The structure is there, the chords, the notes, everything one could write down on a lead sheet, but the music is battened by a queer languor, a hesitation, a hedged bet. Then one changes records and listens to “Johnny B. Goode” as it has been on the radio since 1958: those notes and chords have grown into a fact that throws off all footnotes. They hit.


And one can listen to The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle, a two-record documentary of the rise and fall of the Sex Pistols, orchestrated by Malcolm McLaren to prove that the panicky adventures he and the band lived out were part of a plot he had scripted long in advance. The idea this set of footnotes means to get across is that the story of the Sex Pistols—the sudden gulp of social life into the throat of a hunched boy calling himself an antichrist—was from the beginning conceived and delivered as a mere shuck, McLaren’s little joke on the world. If Johnny Rotten really meant it when he railed “We mean it, man!” in “God Save the Queen,” then the joke was on him, or on anyone who believed what he said.




“‘Sex Pistols’ meant to me the idea of a pistol, a pinup, an young thing. A better-looking assassin.”


—Malcolm McLaren, 1988





It’s a good try. Released in 1979, a year after the Sex Pistols had ceased to be, The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle includes a lumbering “God Save the Queen Symphony” with fey narration, various depressing post–Sex Pistols rave-ups by the then nearly late Sid Vicious, “Anarchy in the U.K.” done in the manner of Michel Legrand and sung entirely in French by one Jerzimy, and a medley of Pistols hits by a happy-feet disco group. Both the French and disco numbers are actually quite appealing: “Pretty Vacant” recast as elevator music is not an uninspired fantasy. But McLaren’s effort to show up the Sex Pistols as a con (the secret at the heart of the secret society turns out to be a shaggy-dog story) is blown up by the inclusion of several real Sex Pistols recordings: “Belsen Was a Gas” from the final performance in San Francisco, a sore-throat alternate take of “Anarchy,” versions of the Who’s “Substitute” and the Monkees’ “Stepping Stone,” and a combination of “Johnny B. Goode” and Jonathan Richman’s “Road Runner.”


The last number sounds like a rehearsal—not a rehearsal for a recording session or a concert, but for the idea of the Sex Pistols itself. You can hear them reaching back for the most primitive rock ’n’ roll voice in order to destroy the smug self-parody rock ’n’ roll had become; at the same time, you can hear them reinventing the music out of whole cloth.


The band heads into “Johnny B. Goode,” but Johnny Rotten doesn’t know, or won’t sing, the words; once past Deep-down-in-Lweezeeanna all he can come up with are squawks, spew, birdcalls. “Ah, fuck, it’s awful” he moans, but the musicians charge on and take hold of the song. “I hate songs like that,” Rotten announces: “Stop it, stop it! It’s torture!” The band won’t stop, so finally he screams them down: “AAAAAAAAAAAAH!” They slow the pace. “Is there anything else we can do,” he asks hopelessly—and then up from his synapses comes “Road Runner.” The association is right: both “Johnny B. Goode” and “Road Runner” are elemental rock statements, the former a founding myth, the story of a little country boy who could play a guitar just like ringing a bell, the latter pretty much an account of listening to him, an account of how good it felt.


The band makes the tiny switch to the second song, and Rotten panics. “I don’t know the words,” he says. “I don’t know how it starts, I’ve forgotten it!” There is such weary embarrassment in his voice you’re afraid he’s going to run out of the studio. “Stop it, stop it,” Rotten cries again. A thuggish cynicism is fighting the desperation in his voice and losing, the band hasn’t stopped for a second, and he gives it one more try: “What’s the first line?” And so drummer Paul Cook, courtesy of Jonathan Richman, as the latter wrote at eighteen, in Boston in 1969, calls back: “One, two, three, four, five, six.” That is the first line of “Road Runner.” With the words in his head, Johnny Rotten, not yet Anarchy or Antichrist, just a kid making new culture out of old chords, takes off.


AS RICHMAN


As Richman finally recorded it, “Road Runner” was the most obvious song in the world, and the strangest. He surfaced around 1970, performing as someone you’d never notice if he weren’t standing on a stage making you watch; his themes were traditional (cars, girls, the radio), but with an overlay of moment-to-moment, quotidian realism that made the traditional odd. He sang about standing in line at the bank, falling in love with the teller (or maybe just feeling sorry for her, trying to decide if he’d rather be the teller or the person waiting for her to raise her eyes and not see who she was looking at). He sang about hating hippies, because they wore attitudes like shades, so complete in their smugness, so complete they never noticed anything, because they cut themselves off from everything that was good and alive and wonderful about the modern world.


Richman’s music did not sound quite sane. When I went to see him play in 1972, his band—the Modern Lovers, which is what he’s always called whatever band he’s played with—was on stage; nothing was happening. For some reason I noticed a pudgy boy with short hair wandering through the sparse crowd, dressed in blue jeans and a white t-shirt on which was printed, in pencil, “I LOVE MY LIFE.” Then he climbed up and played the most shattering guitar I’d ever heard. “I think this is great,” said the person next to me. “Or is it terrible?”


“I didn’t start singing or playing till I was 15 and heard the Velvet Underground,” Richman said years later. “They made an atmosphere, and I knew then that I could make one too!” He got sanction: Richman signed with Warner Bros., which had hired John Cale, late of the Velvet Underground, as a staff producer, and it was Cale who was assigned to produce Jonathan Richman—Adam went into the studio with God.


The album they made was not released, and the band dissolved. “Road Runner” was just hearsay until 1975, when Richman assembled a few new Modern Lovers in Berkeley and recorded the song one last time; the tune saw the light of day on an otherwise forgettable sampler of local bands, and from then on it was a classic. Nothing could have been more unassuming: just bass, snare drum, and strummed guitar for the start, it sounded like a combination of a 1954 Sun Records tuneup and a 1967 Velvet Underground demo. Like Rod Stewart’s “Every Picture Tells a Story”—a cataclysm, and for most of its seven minutes no more than drums, bass, and acoustic guitar—“Road Runner” said that the power of rock ’n’ roll was all in its leaps from one moment to the next, in the impossibility of the transitions.


“One, two, three, four, five, six.” One-two / One-two-three-four is the traditional rock kickoff; in 1976 and 1977, with punk flying, a flat “One-two-three-four” would be the punk signpost. The punk rejection of the opening “One-two” meant that punk was ready to dispense with any warmup, with history; Richman’s addition of “five-six” meant that he wasn’t ready, that he was taking a deep breath, that he was gearing up for a charge no one had made before.


“Road runner, road runner / Going faster miles an hour / Gonna drive by the Stop ’n’ Shop / With the radio on.” Choking on pleasure, on a teenager’s nostalgia for the previous day, Richman proceeded to turn wish into fact. He did drive past the Stop ’n’ Shop; but first, to make sure, he walked past the Stop ’n’ Shop, and concluded that he liked driving past the Stop ’n’ Shop much better than walking past the Stop ’n’ Shop, because he could have the radio on.


From there Richman drove into delight, then into reverie. He “felt in touch with the modern world”; he “felt in love with the modern world.” He “felt like a road runner.” He left Boston, headed out on Route 128: there were no limits. He punched the radio and heard 1956; “It was patient in the bushes, next to ’57!”


The band hammered down, James Brown–style, and then Richman pulled back like Jerry Lee Lewis in the middle of “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On”—the message first shouted now whispered, reflective, spooky. He was on Route 128. It was cold, dark, he smelled the pine trees, he heard them as he rushed by with the radio on, he caught a glimpse of neon that was colder still—the modern world he was looking for. The band roared back, and Richman talked to the band about what he was seeing. “Now, what do you think about that, you guys?” “RADIO ON,” they answered him, and that was what he wanted to hear: “Good! We got the AM—” “RADIO ON,” the band said. “I think we got the power, got the magic now—” “RADIO ON.” “We got the feelin’ of the modern world—” “RADIO ON.” “We got the feelin’ of the modern sound—” “RADIO ON.”


Richman took one more deep breath—and every time I listen to this performance, I smile at what comes next. Every phrase of the song that’s come before, the most conventional narrative of an experience millions of people have had in any seamless teenage night, is broken down and recreated. Every phrase is reduced to single words, each word shuffled out of its phrase, verse and chorus broken into a shamanistic incantation, the chorus, left whole, fighting to keep up with the versifier’s incomprehensible rhythm and somehow succeeding, even though by now the words are barely words at all, just Burma Shave signs flashing by too fast to read. There is a sudden increase in pressure:




The sound, of the modern radio, feelin’ when it’s late RADIO ON at night we got the sound of the modern lonely when it’s cold outside RADIO ON got the sound of Massachusetts when it’s blue and white RADIO ON cause out on Route 128 on the dark and lonely RADIO ON I feel alone in the cold and lonely RADIO ON I feel uh I feel alone in the cold and lonely RADIO ON I feel uh I feel alone in the cold and neon RADIO ON I feel alive I feel a love I feel alive RADIO ON I feel a rockin’ modern love I feel a rockin’ modern live RADIO ON I feel a rockin’ modern neon sound modern Boston town RADIO ON a modern sound modern neon modern miles around RADIO ON I say a road runner once a road runner twice RADIO ON ah ah very nice road runner gonna go home now yea RADIO ON road runner go home oh yes road runner go home—





In an act of pure violence, he breaks the pace. Returning to a conventional rock signature, it’s the violence of waking from a dream: “Here we go, now / We’re gonna drive him home, you guys / Here we go—” And the band hammers down again, twice three times, twice four times:




That’s right!


Again!


Bye Bye!





THE SEX PISTOLS


The Sex Pistols never went that far. Johnny Rotten ran through the tune as if it were a crack in the pavement waiting to break his mother’s back: he stepped on it and kept going. He called back to the band: “Do we know any other fucking songs we can do?”


JOHNNY B. GOODE


“Johnny B. Goode” had the best beginning in rock ’n’ roll, but the Sex Pistols couldn’t play it. “Road Runner” had the best ending, and the Sex Pistols  didn’t have to play it—all they had to do was swallow it. What Jonathan Richman did with words, the Sex Pistols did with sound.


They found a corrosive momentum in the given rhythm that exploded all expectations, making everything that came before, be it the Velvet Underground’s 1967 “Heroin,” the Stooges’ 1969 “No Fun,” the New York Dolls’ 1974 “Human Being,” even Captain Beefheart’s 1969 Trout Mask Replica, even “Road Runner,” seem rational: planned and executed. The Sex Pistols’ sound was irrational—as a sound, it seemed to make no sense at all, to make nothing, only to destroy, and this is why it was a new sound, and why it drew a line between itself and everything that came before it, just as Elvis Presley did in 1954 and the Beatles did in 1963, though nothing could be easier, or more impossible, than to erase those lines with a blur of footnotes.


A lot of people—fans of Chuck Berry, the Beatles, James Taylor, the Velvet Underground, Led Zeppelin, the Who, Rod Stewart, or the Rolling Stones—didn’t think this was music at all, or even rock ’n’ roll; a smaller number of people thought it was the most exciting thing they’d ever heard. “It was the first taste of rock & roll excitement I ever got,” Paul Westerberg of the Replacements said in 1986—ten years after, it was still a story worth telling. “The Sex Pistols made you feel like you knew them, that they weren’t above you. It was obvious that they didn’t know what they were doing and they didn’t care. I was a much better guitar player years ago. I’d sit there and learn the scales, the whole bit. I learned all the slide solos from the Allman Brothers’ At Fillmore East. I’d put the record on and turn it down to 16 rpm so I could transpose the solos. But then the Sex Pistols came along and said, ‘You don’t need nothin’. Just play it.’” And what Westerberg said, so said countless other people—describing what they were now allowed to play and what they were now allowed to hear.


The music business was not destroyed. Society did not fall, and a new world did not come into being. If, as Dave Marsh wrote, punk was “an attempt to eliminate the hierarchy that ran rock—ultimately, to eliminate hierarchy, period,” it did neither. You could still turn on the radio with the assurance that, on most stations, you would hear “Behind Blue Eyes,” “Stairway to Heaven,” and “Maggie May”—with the radio terrorized backward by punk, you could hear these songs more often than ever before. But over the next few years, far more than fifteen thousand groups of people made records. They made a blind bet that someone might be interested in what they sounded like or what they had to say, that they themselves might be interested. Some were bent on fame and money, and some were not; some wanted most of all a chance to announce themselves, or anyway to change the world.


Tiny independent labels, most no more than a post-office box and a typed letterhead, sprouted like mushrooms. “Suddenly,” read the liner notes to Streets, the first collection of U.K. punk singles, “we could do anything.” It was a surge of new voices unprecedented in the geopolitics of popular culture—a surge of voices that, for a time, made a weird phrase like “the geopolitics of popular culture” seem like a natural fact.


THE ADVERTS


The Adverts’ “One Chord Wonders” takes place right on the verge of the punk moment. The Sex Pistols have cleared the ground—burned it up. There’s nothing left but the city standing as if nothing has happened, a patch of smoking dirt in the middle of the city, in the middle of that a lettered piece of wood that in the haze looks as much like a for-rent sign as a condemnation notice: you can’t tell if it reads “FREE STREET” or “FIRE SALE.”


The people circling the empty space don’t know what to do next. They don’t know what to say; everything they’re used to talking about has been parodied into stupidity as the old words rise in their mouths. Their mouths are full of bile: they’re drawn to the void, but they hold back. “Rozanov’s definition of nihilism is the best,” situationist Raoul Vaneigem had said in 1967 in Traité de savoir-vivre à l’usage des jeunes générations (Treatise on Living for the Young Generations, known in English as The Revolution of Everyday Life): “The show is over. The audience get up to leave their seats. Time to collect their coats and go home. They turn round … No more coats and no more home.’” That’s where they are.


A girl and three boys take the first steps. They enter the black terrain like two-year-olds set down on familiar concrete at the edge of a field of grass—will it hurt? Feeling the lightness of the grass beneath their feet, they run, and as they run a double fantasy possesses them: the crowd smiles, tenses, joins them; it flinches, and stones them to death.


It’s the chance of a lifetime. The four grab hold of the wooden sign, break it into pieces, and begin to beat on them: they make a narrow, channeled noise. It’s a noise that acknowledges no listeners, connects only to itself: it’s random, then focused, helpless, then cruel. That the four can’t keep time with each other makes time move so fast it seems to stop: freeze. No one can get out of this moment, and so the four hammer out the common fantasy that possessed them when they first moved toward each other, ages before. The music pulls against itself, the first two or three lines of each verse violent, cynical, present, the next two almost drifting away into a split-second reverie of doubt, regret, a sense of chances already taken and blown, a tense of future past. Only the momentum of the music holds it together.






I wonder what we’ll play for you tonight


Something heavy, something light


Something


To set your soul alight







I wonder how we’ll answer when you say


WE DON’T LIKE YOU! GO AWAY!


Come back


When you’ve learned to play







I wonder what we’ll do when things go wrong


When we’re halfway


Through our favorite song


We look up


And the audience is gone








“THE WONDERS DON’T CARE!” shout three of the group, “We don’t give a damn!” answers the last one, and they press on like that, ten, twenty times, back and forth, but as with the verses the double chorus is opposed to itself: the three singers hard and certain, their chant never varying in tone or speed, the isolated voice hard too at first, then mournful, then despairing, then leaving the cadence as the other side of the chorus marches on in lock-step—that single voice rises, twists almost out of the music, discovers hints of a melody in the banging rhythm, abandons the melody and turns into a scream that comes from deep in the body, then buries itself in a greater noise.


THE SPACE


The space wasn’t altogether empty. There was that sign, and attached to the sign was a string that, once pulled, turned the world inside out. As people in the Roxy heard the Adverts, or the two girls and three boys who made up X-ray Spex, or the balding teenage Beckett fan who sang for the Buzzcocks—all people who had climbed out of the Sex Pistols’ first audiences—there was a reversal of perspective, of values: a sense that anything was possible, a truth that could be proven only in the negative. What had been good—love, money, and health—was now bad; what had been bad—hate, mendicity, and disease—was now good. The equations ran on, replacing work with sloth, status with reprobation, fame with infamy, celebrity with obscurity, professionalism with ignorance, civility with insult, nimble fingers with club feet, and the equations were unstable. In this new world, where suicide was suddenly a code word for meaning what you said, nothing could be more hip than a corpse, but the affluent survivors you saw on the street every day, the ones you had paid to see in concert halls the day before, were walking corpses. Punk factored the equation with the instinctive apprehension of an old argument: “The only objective way of diagnosing the sickness of the healthy,” Theodor Adorno wrote three decades earlier in Minima Moralia, “is by the incongruity between their rational existence and the possible course their lives might be given by reason. All the same, the traces of illness give them away: their skin seems covered by a rash printed in regular patterns, like a camouflage of the inorganic. The very people who burst with proofs of exuberant vitality could easily be taken for prepared corpses, from whom news of their not-quite-successful decease has been withheld for reasons of population policy.” In other words, the only good survivor was a dead survivor.


Since heroes were frauds and poverty riches, both murderers and deformity were privileged: had Myra Hindley or the Hunchback of Notre-Dame entered the Roxy the crowd would have boosted them onto the stage. Entertainment was posited as boredom and boredom as the categorical imperative, the destroyer of values, precisely what the new entertainer, shaking her falsity as a sign of authenticity, had to turn into something else: for an hour, for the length of a single song, just a moment within it, the source of values.


There were no more coats, so people began to dress in rips and holes, safety pins and staples through flesh as well as cloth, to wrap their legs in plastic bin liners and trash bags, to drape their shoulders in remnants of curtains and couch coverings left on the street. Following the lead of McLaren’s designs for the Sex Pistols and the Clash, people painted slogans up and down their sleeves and pants legs, across jackets, ties, and shoes: the names of favorite bands and songs, passwords like “ANARCHY” or “RIOT,” phrases more cryptic (“WHERE IS DURUTTI?”, “YOUR ON THE NEVER NEVER”), or a noisy, cut-up zeitgeist: “WE AN’T PROUD PUNKS ONE big MESS, like something else SCHOOL’S A RIP OFF straights out of it all, everywhere if you dont we will include 1/4!,” the whole scored with a giant X.


“There couldn’t have been more than a hundred real punks in all of England then,” Lora Logic, in early 1977 the saxophonist for X-ray Spex, said in 1980 of the group’s first performance; her working word was “real.” There was no more home, so she left hers—left behind the pink uniform she’d worn to her good private school, which, she realized too late, was a mistake, because it would have looked just right on stage. Along with her, the rest of the “real punks,” more than a hundred, the two or three or ten in every town in Britain by early 1977, changed the picture of social life.


Punk began as fake culture, a product of McLaren’s fashion sense, his dreams of glory, his hunch that the marketing of sado-masochistic fantasies might lead the way to the next big thing. “The art of the critic in a nutshell,” Walter Benjamin wrote in 1925–26 in One-Way Street: “to coin slogans without betraying ideas. The slogans of an inadequate criticism peddle ideas to fashion.” This was Benjamin’s careful absolutism—the pre-pop, anti-pop conviction that you can’t have it both ways. It was an absolutism an anarchist gold digger like McLaren could have never shared, and didn’t have to. In a milieu shaped by the enervation of the pop scene, crushing youth unemployment, IRA terrorism spreading from Belfast to London, growing street violence between British neo-Nazis, colored English, socialists, and the police, punk became real culture.





[image: ]

Lora Logic, 1979








The way in which punk sound did not make musical sense made social sense: in a few short months, punk came together as a new set of visual and verbal signs, signs that were both opaque and revelatory, depending on who was looking. By its very unnaturalness, its insistence that a situation could be constructed and then, as an artifice, escaped—the graffiti now creeping up from wrecked clothes onto faces, into slashed, dyed hair and across holes in the hair that went to the skull—punk made ordinary social life seem like a trick, the result of sadomasochistic economics. Punk drew lines: it divided the young from the old, the rich from the poor, then the young from the young, the old from the old, the rich from the rich, the poor from the poor, rock ’n’ roll from rock ’n’ roll. Rock ’n’ roll once again became a new story: something to argue about, to search for, to prize and reject, something to hate, something to love. Once again, rock ’n’ roll became fun.
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CLOCKWORK FUTILITY

5. During the rally you are urged to clap your favourite speakers. Please confine your
enthusiasm o 15 secs per point made in the middle of a specch and a maximum of
30 secs at the end of one. Please do not interrupt with shouts of “BORING™!

6. Always remember to smile at the press cameras and adopt a suitably militant stance
even when you feel pissed off with the whole business.

7. If you are uncertain whether a particular mode of behaviour s orderly or not. just do
what everybody else is doing. Should any unconventional urges remain do not hesitate
to discuss them with one of our stewards. They will be only too pleased to refer you
10 the appropriate specialist, whether G.P. or SW.

8. At the end of the demo please do not dawdle. Failure to make your way home quickly
could result in you missing the sight of yourself on TV.

This leaflet is brought to you courtesy of the ALL-LONDON UNITED ALLIANCE OF

SOCIALIST CAUCUSES.

‘The following have refused to sign this leaflet:
The vandals of St Saviours Primary School who refused to accept their discipline quietly
and who wrecked their compulsory prison, causing one sobbing teacher to lament “These
youngsters have handly left their cradles, but they are threatening to take over the school”.
The rioters at Bydgoszcz Prison in Poland who fought Communist Party hacks, State
Police, and Solidarity union officials, all allied in defence of the walls of the prison
against the townspeople who were helping prisoners escape.

The ASLEF traindrivers who avoid wage slavery as much as possible, preferring dancing
and drinking to sacrificing themselves to  job which mainly involves transporting other
slaves so that they may perpetuate the futility of it all.

The black and white joyriding youth of Clapham who used CB radios for the fun of
organising efficient looting.

The Deptford New Cross Marchers of a year ago who in anger and audacity broke away
from the march in order to re-distribute " wealth in the Bond Street area.

The Toxteth and Southall youths who shouted down Left Labour activists patronising
enough to characterize the riots as *understandable but inexcusable”.

The truckdrivers of Cleveland, USA, who took over the local distribution of food, medi-
cine, and other necessities, by themselves and without mediation, for over 3 weeks.
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FOR A DIGNIFIED AND EFFECTIVE DEMONSTRATION

Brought to you by the ALL-LONDON UNITED ALLIANCE OF SOCIALIST
CAUCUSES to whom the following are signatories: G.L.C., London Labour Party, T.U.C.,
SWP.,WRP.,IMG.,CND., Ecology Party,Y.CL., and BF.

CORRECT INCORRECT

We welcome everyone to today's demonstration, which we hope will be amongst the
biggest London has seen for many years. We are confident that the vast majority of you
will keep intact your dignity. A disciplined rally is essential if we are to avoid discrediting
ourselves in the eyes of the public and losing the approval of the police. We want to give
the media no reason to condemn our campaign by pointing to any over-imaginative acts
To this end, we call on everyone to obey the dictates of the stewards who will be found
alongside the police. They will be acting in your interests. They are sensible people —
please be sensible with them. Beware of troublemakers — some may be in the crowd with
you. If you see any do not hesitate to summon stewards or the police, who, we must
temember, are our brothers in work. Comrades! Even in a socialist society we shall still
need Specialists-In-Order to combat hooligans and deviants. While it’s true that nowadays
the police are occasionally over-zealous in their protection of privilege, property, and the
violence of the world market, the best way of dealing with this is by demanding public
accountability through elected local government or some other representation of sub-
missive community. In the meantime we should recognize that they will only listen to our
complaints if we conduct ourselves in the correct manner.
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RESPECT FOR THE DEAD

Our tactics are those to which the greatest number can conform with the least diffi-
culty. They require no more than your presence and a minimum of participation. All that
we ask is that you recreate the conditions of your work. Remember! It's numbers that
count; the boredom you feel is also imposed by the demo on everyone else. Each demon-
strator must be equivalent to and replaceable by any other. Just like our old friend, the
commodity. Please bear in mind that love and marriage go together like a horse and
carriage. OK?

We therefore ask you to comply with the following simple rul

1. Exactly one hundred to a line, each rank to be one yard clear of the line in front. No
lounging please.

2. Wait for the initiative of the official loud-speakers before repeating the correct slogans,
always recognisable by their format. For example: “X — IN! . .. Y — OUT!” o
“WHAT DO WE WANT? — SOMETHING! . . . WHEN DO WE WANT IT? — WHEN-
EVER YOU GET ROUND TO GIVING IT TO US!". Kindly check that all Extra-
Parliamentary slogans recognise the ultimate sovereignty of Parliament. If you have
any doubts, consult our easy-toread list of DEMONSTRATION SLOGANS DO’s &
DON'Ts:—

CHANT DO NOT CHANT
Cheap Fares Now! NOT Helicopters on Demand!

Victory to Fares Fight! NOT Total Contestation!

No Return to the "30s! NOT No Adventure for the '80s!

Slogans are jolly good fun! NOT Bollocks to Demands of our Enemies!
Baaaaaaaaaanaaa! NOT Riot for Romance!

3. The left-hand side of the rally has been designated a “No Smoking’ area. Demonstrators
are respectfully asked to comply with this request.

4.1 you see any impatient extremists please inform us immediately. They are easily
distinguishable by the following kinds of sectarian individualism:
a) Inventing unofficial slogans such as “Kenny is a Cop!”’ “Neither Left, Right, nor
Centre!™ or “Revolution is the Festival of the Depressed!™ or some other aggressive
utopian rubbish.
b) Departing from the prescribed site of the demo for the purpose of indulging in
manual waltzes through shop windows and the wilful destruction of saleable goods.
Take care to note that Piccadilly, offering gold-drenched shops and fine vistas of
the commodity, is a holiday of sheer temptation you should avoid
) Making snauthorised alierations (o luxury cars
d) Using banner poles in an extravagantly exhuberant manner.
) Smoking excessively long cigarettes or ‘joints’.
1) Drinking looted alcohol.

coordinated ferocity

£) Suggesting that demonstrators should band together in groups of fifty or more
in order to spread disruption of traffic as widely as possible. For example, by the
continuous use of zebra crossings, standing around chatting in the middle of the
road or arranging obstacles to prevent the free flow of carbon monoxide, lead,
cop cars, and tensionproducing noises through our streets.

h) Any clever, erotic, or playful expression of individual or group initiative.









OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/a001_1_online.png
IT IS SEVENTEEN
LONG YEARS SINCE.
MONTY WAS SRSFTED
INTHE GUTTER OUT -
-SI0E MALCoLM

MAC GREGORS SEX
‘WDORUGS






OEBPS/a004_1_online.png
= Everyday life





