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About This Book





Faber Forty-Fives is a series of six short ebooks that between them tell the story of British pop music from the birth of psychedelia in the late sixties, through electric folk, glam, seventies rock and punk, to the eclecticism of post-punk in the late seventies and early eighties. Each book is drawn from a larger work on Faber’s acclaimed music list.




  





UK Post-Punk is a selection of five essays that represents Simon Reynolds’s astute and thought-provoking commentary on the musical fallout of the punk explosion. Diversity is the watchword, with artists as stylistically varied as PiL, Joy Division and the Specials tackling the new musical terrain that had opened up. Often highly political – both overtly and through challenging the prevailing conservatism of the times – these groups were the soundtrack to the last days of socialism, national recession and the arrival of an aggressive new form of politics: Thatcherism.
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1


PUBLIC IMAGE BELONGS TO ME: John Lydon and PiL


Public Image Ltd





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


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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




    





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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








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


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


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





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


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


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


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